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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The project aimed to understand how young people in different socio-demographic categories (age, 
gender, rurality) conceptualise and negotiate employment relations and the structural mechanisms 
(education, industry, legislation) through which youth are socialised in employment citizenship. The study 
extends previous research on youth employment in that it combines data from young people with that 
from other key actors in education and employment; that is, schools, employers, government, unions and 
non-government organizations. Despite the disparate nature of these groups there were some common 
themes regarding young workers. All agreed, for example, that there was a need for a greater level of 
employment knowledge and understanding among young people and that the current provisions for 
information dissemination on this subject are inadequate. There was also general consensus that, despite 
the need for some further clarifications and some potential limitations, the Child Employment Act 2006 
(Qld) was beneficial. The key findings of the research are summarized below. 
 
• The research showed that 78% of Year 11s and 33% of year 9s are engaged in paid work. Teenage 
working therefore, is a majority phenomenon in upper high school, and quite common in lower 
high school. Girls are more likely to work than boys (65% versus 35%) which may reflect sex 
segregation of jobs (i.e. most youth jobs are in sectors dominated by female labour such as retail 
and hospitality, and to a lesser extent fast food), greater social maturity of girls at an earlier age, 
and sport being less of a demand for girls.  
• While young people have numerous employment problems, the research did not paint a uniformly 
bleak picture of youth employment. While previous literature / commentary has often framed 
students as victims, our data suggests paid work has many benefits for youth people including 
social opportunities, generic social skills, money which may not be available from parents, good 
quality work experience in some cases, and a sense of autonomy. 
• Some students are working overly long hours (as measured by the findings of previous research 
with respect to 'ideal' student working hours and by the provisions of the Child Employment Act). 
This has implications for study obligations. 
• Levels of employment relations (ER) literacy / knowledge were extremely low. This was 
especially the case for knowledge of the role of unions, restrictions on working hours and when 
injuries should be reported, as well as understanding of industrial agreements. 
• Students had a relatively poor understanding of their 'rights at work' compared to their 
responsibilities at work'. The latter is likely to be reinforced by structured work experience, 
employers' induction and training protocols and managers’ advice and instructions. Even when 
rights were understood, there were low rates of reporting complaints where problems occurred 
and infrequent use of grievance mechanisms. This is undoubtedly linked to the precariousness of 
youth employment, power issues in employment relationships, and developmental immaturity. 
• Young people report a range of sources of information from which they could become more 
informed of ER. Information needs to utilise the online environment, be of good quality, focus on 
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issues that are relevant to young people and should be available from government, unions and 
employers. Parents are a key source of information, particularly when employment problems (e.g., 
allegations of poor performance, bullying) arise. 
• Expectations for future occupations and future work and family arrangements remain gendered. 
There is a mismatch between the expectations of boys and girls in terms of employment and 
domestic roles. 
• Currently, there is little ER information in the Queensland high school curriculum. Teachers are 
often under-confident in addressing ER with their students because of a paucity of resources, fears 
of politicising the issue and because of legislation and policy which is constantly changing. 
• Employers were generally accepting of and compliant with the changed child employment 
legislation, although they found compliance initially onerous. There was evidence of changes to 
employment norms in response to legislative changes and some employers had lowered their 
minimum recruitment age to 13 years. 
• Unions are extremely conscious of the importance of recruiting and organising young workers and 
some pursue a range of strategies to this end. For example, some unions provided some key 
benefits to be sampled at low cost for a defined period for university students, though this group 
was not the focus of our study. Unions are also aware that it is important that union media 
(particularly journals and websites) project a youth-friendly image, with appropriate visuals, 
interactive elements and above all, useful information targeted at young people. 
 
The remainder of the report provides the details of these summarised findings and concludes with policy 
recommendations. 
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BACKGROUND TO THE PROJECT 
 
Nearly half of Australian 15-19 year olds in full-time education participate in the labour market, yet, prior 
to this project, little was known about young people’s comprehension of their workplace rights and 
responsibilities. This lack of knowledge assumes greater importance given the vulnerability of young 
people in the labour market and a rapidly changing industrial relations environment. This project aimed to 
understand gaps in industrial relations knowledge; how young people in different socio-demographic 
categories (age, gender, socio-economic status, rurality) conceptualise and negotiate employment 
relations; and the structural mechanisms (education, industry, legislation) through which youth are 
socialised in employment citizenship. Addressing this gap was not just important academically, but in 
terms of informing industrial relations, education and industry policy development, particularly as it 
affects youth. 
 
Youth Labour Market Participation 
When young people were, in the past, involved in paid work, this was typically full-time, post-school 
work. Today, there is a greater tendency for young people to be employed in part-time, casual work while 
still at school (Belchamber 1999). In March 2006, 48.2 per cent of 15-19 year olds in full-time education 
participated in the labour market (ABS 6202.0). Young people are typically engaged in casual work and 
largely in the service/retail sectors (Campbell 2000).  
 
Previous research has documented the vulnerability of young workers (e.g., Colman 1994; Lewis and 
McLean 1999; NSWOIR 2005; Unions SA 2005; ACIRRT 2005). Collectively, this scholarship presents a 
bleak picture of young people’s experience of the labour market. It is a picture that was highlighted in a 
study by Job Watch in Victoria which found that nearly half of the 600 respondents suffered an injury or 
illness at the workplace, 10% were not being paid the legal minimum, and 35% experienced some form of 
workplace violence (Smiljanic 2004). This is compounded by the fact that young workers are typically 
employed in part-time or casual work, lack access to collective representation and cannot afford individual 
representation (Allegretto and Chase 2005). Young people are also less experienced in identifying and 
responding to work problems (Denniss 2005). 
 
Recent changes to the industrial relations environment are likely to increase the vulnerability of young 
workers. The Inquiry into Combining School and Work: Supporting Successful Youth Transitions by the 
House of Representatives Standing Committee on Education and Training (2009) highlighted the 
continually changing nature of part-time work for school students, which is influenced by extended 
trading hours in the retail sector and late night trading in the fast-food industry. In this context, student 
workers can be susceptible to exploitative working conditions because their part-time jobs are often their 
first experience of the workforce and they lack awareness about their rights and obligations, including pay 
and conditions (House of Representatives Standing Committee on Education and Training 2009). While 
the reconfigured industrial relations landscape is of concern for all youth, the changes will offer additional 
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challenges for groups of young people living in rural and regional areas, who, compared with their urban 
counterparts, are already disadvantaged on a range of employment indices (Eversole 2001; Kenyon et al. 
2001).  
 
Research which has addressed the nexus between education and employment has tended to focus on 
educational and occupational aspirations (Gouvias and Vitsilakis-Soroniatis 2005) and job value 
acquisition (Daehlen 2005). School curriculum emphasises preparation for post-school education or work, 
but overlooks rights and responsibilities in the labour market (Malley, Ainley and Robinson 2001). While 
civic education and participation in the political realm are the focus of curriculum attention, the same 
cannot be said of industrial education, yet teenagers typically start work three to five years before they can 
vote. Overall, we have considerable evidence of working school students’ vulnerability in the labour 
market and evidence that this may be exacerbated in the changing environment. However, prior to this 
project, we had little evidence of how these young people learn about their rights and responsibilities at 
work, what skills they have to deal with employment issues, how they put this knowledge and skill to use, 
and what factors constrain and enable their agency. Further, most previous studies ignore ‘difference’ 
amongst young people in exploring their vulnerability and agency.  
 
Theoretical Basis of Research 
The theoretical context for this project is the notion of social and workplace citizenship.  Citizenship is 
understood as meaning  'the extent to which [youth] are recognised as full and equal members of the 
community, opportunities for them to participate and, ultimately their individual and collective place in 
society ... notwithstanding social and economic change round them' (Carson et  al 2000: 79). While formal 
political participation is an important part of citizenship, equally important are social rights, including the 
recognition of basic human rights and 'difference', and the access to needed supports (Wyn & White 
1997). Ideas about social and industrial citizenship derive from the work of Marshall (1950), with 
industrial citizenship being seen as ‘parallel with and supplementary to, the system of political citizenship’ 
(Marshall 2001: 129). While there are flaws in this formulation – for instance, its gender bias (see Zetlin 
& Whitehouse 2003) – notions of citizenship more broadly, and social citizenship in particular, underpin 
recent research on young people (e.g. Carson et al. 2000; Vromen 2003). Where there is recent Australian 
research that touches on industrial citizenship (or what we prefer to call 'social and workplace 
citizenship’), it is either purely descriptive, (e.g., Smiljanic 2004; Korosi et al. 1995; Smiljanic 2004; 
Quinlan et al. 2001), or it is within the workplace learning tradition and is framed by normative ideas of 
how early entry into the workforce develops generic skills (Smith and Green 2001) – without any 
consideration of how young people might influence the terms of their employment (Dickinson and Emler 
1992).  
 
Project Aims 
1. Identify the gaps in industrial relations knowledge of Year 9 and 11 students in Qld high schools 
2. Develop an understanding of how young people conceptualise and negotiate employment relations 
8 
 
3. Investigate the various structural mechanisms (education, industry, legislative/political) through which 
young people are currently socialised in employment citizenship 
4. Establish the extent to which aims (1), (2) and (3) vary by socio-demographic categories including 
geography, age, gender, SES, differential education/ work experience, with a particular emphasis on how 
rurality impacts on knowledge, conceptualisations and structural mechanisms 
5. Inform education strategies which impart knowledge of employment-related rights and responsibilities 
for young people, including recommendations for high school curriculum  
6. Inform industry policy which facilitates productive and safe work environments for young people 
7. Inform industrial relations policy development, particularly as it affects young people 
 
Methodology: Overview 
The data for this research project consisted of: 
• Surveys of 892 high school students; 579 year 9 students (64.9%), and 313 year 11 students 
(35.1%) from 19 metropolitan, rural and provincial city schools across Queensland. Year 9 
students are 13-14 years old, while year 11 students are 15-16 years old.   
• 27 focus groups with 117 year 9 students and 21 focus groups with 99 year 11 students.  
• 15 interviews with vocational education and careers teachers, principals and assistant principals. 
• 16 interviews with union officials from 12 unions with young members. 
• 5 interviews with major employers of youth, 5 with employer association representatives in youth 
dominated industries and 3 interviews with representatives from the Queensland government in 
the area of legislative compliance. 
• 5 interviews with representatives of youth oriented not-for-profit organizations. 
 
While we had secured the approval of the two education authorities as part of the project proposal, 
approval for actually visiting each school required the consent and cooperation of individual school 
principals, with a liaison person (often the assistant principal or a head of department) as a nominated 
contact. We initially wrote to the principals of clusters of schools which were selected on the basis of 
region (urban, regional, rural/remote) and (in regional/rural areas) the predominant industry in the local 
labour market (e.g., mining, agriculture, tourism). A process of substitution followed whereby ‘refusal 
schools’ (around half of all schools contacted) were replaced with a similar school in the region. This 
refusal rate was not unexpected given the current educational climate of devolved decision making, the 
increasing number of research projects vying for status and time on the school’s agenda and the demands 
of this research on schools’ space, time and scheduling for no tangible gain for the school itself 
(Farrington et al 2000). 
 
There was a direct relationship between the likelihood of a school agreeing to participate and the 
geographical isolation of the school. That is, while nearly all rural and remote schools we contacted 
agreed to participate, and most regional schools agreed, we needed to contact far more urban schools to 
access a reasonable sample. Though there appears to be no evidence available to support this, we suspect 
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urban schools, compared to their rural and regional counterparts, receive more numerous requests to 
participate in research and hence are more likely to experience ‘research fatigue’ and to be 
disproportionately burdened with requests for participation from their students.  
 
Targeted schools included State (N = 16) and low-cost Catholic (N = 3) high schools from metropolitan, 
provincial and rural areas of Queensland. The majority of respondents were from metropolitan schools 
(47%, n=420), 28% from rural schools (n=247), and 25% from provincial schools (n=225). Numerically 
we visited more non-metropolitan schools (5 metropolitan schools, 9 rural schools and 5 schools in 
provincial cities) in order to obtain roughly equivalent groups of urban and regional students. The data 
therefore reflects the larger numbers of students in metropolitan schools compared to rural schools. 
 
Figure 1 Proportions of schools in different regions   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Within each school, we chose to sample year 9 (14 years of age) and year 11 students (16 years of age) to 
contrast knowledge and experiences of paid work amongst a younger cohort who were infrequently 
employed, with a cohort who were more likely to have had experience of paid work, and to understand 
how workplace citizenship evolves in students during the high school years. Although our assumptions 
about levels of workforce participation were largely borne out, we were surprised by the fact that 35 
percent of year 9s were employed. However, this compared to 80 percent of year 11s employed. Survey 
demographics indicated girls were over-represented in survey responses (64%) and, in several rural 
schools Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students were under-represented (3%) compared to those in 
the school population. 
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The focus of our research was on students who were likely to be the most vulnerable in employment and 
in terms of broader life opportunities. Queensland high school students attend government or state high 
schools (SHS) (62.5%); Catholic schools (18.7%); and non-Catholic independent schools (18.8%) (ABS 
2009). The schools in the sample included only government (N = 16) and low-cost Catholic high schools 
(N = 3). This had the added benefit of being able to statistically compare findings from rural schools, with 
smaller student numbers, with larger, urban schools. Responses from teacher interviews suggested 
students at their schools were relatively disadvantaged (perhaps compared to their own families of origin) 
with respect to future educational and resource opportunities.  
 
Females accounted for 64% (n = 569) of the survey sample and males 36% (n=316). The jobs in which 
young people were employed were almost invariably in the hospitality, fast food and retail areas, as well 
as in family businesses, including farms. Participating students were requested to attend a designated, 
quiet area of the school (e.g., library, hall, empty classroom) to complete the survey and were provided 
with a short introduction by one of the research team that outlined the purpose of the study and what 
participation involved. Conferring with other students was discouraged while surveys were being 
completed and individual assistance with interpreting questions was provided by the researchers if 
required. 
 
Ethical Considerations 
The ethics protocols for the research were initially subject to review and approval by QUT and 
consequently by Education Queensland and Brisbane Catholic Education. Four levels of explicit, written 
consent were gained prior to data collection in schools, including those from the principals of all schools, 
parents, and participants themselves: school students and teachers. This requirement limited sample size 
relative to overall student numbers and has been raised as a methodological concern elsewhere (Munford 
and Sanders, 2004).  
 
Relevant Contextual Information 
The data for this project were collected over a period from December 2007 to November 2008, after the 
introduction of the Child Employment Act, 2006 (Qld), which limited the hours which children under 16 
were permitted to work, and set for the first time a 13 years old minimum age at which children may 
work. Under the terms of the Child Employment Act 2006 (Qld) a school-aged child, not yet 16 years old, 
is not permitted to work during school hours, for more than 4 hours per day or 12 hours per week during a 
school week; 38 hours a week during school holidays; between 10.00pm and 6.00am or remain 
unsupervised in any workplace. Parents are required to complete a parental consent form before children 
are legally permitted to work. Employers can be penalized for employing children without a signed 
consent form.  
 
The research was also conducted at a time when youth (15-19 years) unemployment statistics were the 
lowest they had been since 1989 at 12.2 per cent (FYA, 2008). Although statistics for younger children are 
not available, it was assumed that their unemployment levels were also very low. During the time the data 
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were collected, Queensland was experiencing what is colloquially referred to as a ’mining boom’. This 
helped shape young people’s expectations, particularly in mining-intensive rural schools. 
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School Locations 
 
Figure 2 Schools visited across Queensland 
  
 
 
Please note: The locations of the schools we visited are identified with a marker. 
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SURVEY AND FOCUS GROUP FINDINGS 
Methods 
Data gathering at schools was conducted during a single site visit to each school in order to minimise 
impact on individual schools. The survey was adapted from similar instruments (e.g., ACIRRT 2005; 
NSWOIR 2005; Smiljanic 2004) designed to explore youth employment patterns. The aim of the survey 
phase of the research was to benchmark knowledge levels (e.g., pay, dismissal, employment status, 
avenues for seeking information); current working conditions (e.g., hours, health and safety, remuneration, 
tenure, overtime); levels of ‘work-study balance’ and  contextual variables (e.g., age, gender, parents’ 
occupations, postcode).  Surveys were disseminated by members of the research team in a designated 
school setting (classroom, library, and school hall) with all students from year 9 and year 11 who had 
returned signed parental consent forms. Procedures involving the consent process and questionnaire 
dissemination were standardised as much as possible to enhance validity.  
 
Focus groups were conducted to explore how young people came to learn about employment relations and 
how they conceptualised social citizenship at work. Participants discussed where and how they had 
learned about work-force participation; previous positive and negative employment experiences; 
perceived effects of employment quality and quantity on study commitments; experiences of balancing 
study and work (e.g., employer expectations of work hours; flexibility during critical times such as exams 
etc); employment-related goals and expectations; and preferences for employment relations information 
delivery. The process of group interaction and synergy added richness to the data (Pini 2002). Twenty-
seven focus groups with 117 year 9 students and 21 focus groups with 99 year 11 students were 
conducted.  
 
The selection of participants was organised to reflect particular categories that may emerge as important to 
the research. In order to purposefully sample focus group participants from the larger sample of students 
who completed the questionnaires, we enlisted the assistance of teachers. With four researchers present at 
each school, and consistent with previous guidelines on focus groups with young people (Kirk 2006; 
Vaughn et al 1996) we were able to conduct four focus groups simultaneously and to stratify by year level 
and gender. While arranging focus groups in year levels probably reduced the limitations associated with 
conducting focus group with various age groups, we were unable to control for developmental variation 
between students of the same age (Kirk 2006; Vaughn et al 1996). We also arranged for the size of the 
group, where possible, to be between five and seven participants (Leyshon 2002). Within each group, we 
explicitly requested that teachers invite students who were as diverse as possible with respect to 
educational attainment, socio-economic level, type and extent of paid work experience and career 
aspirations.  
 
Patterns of Student Employment 
Current knowledge of the extent of youth employment is evidenced in youth employment statistics. In 
Australia, sixty per cent of 15 -19 year olds worked in 2007 (ABS, 2008a) and around six per cent of 5-14 
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year old children had worked during 2006 (ABS, 2008b). Consistent with these figures, of the students 
surveyed, 51 per cent (n=438) have been in paid employment in the past year. Females (65%) were more 
likely to have been employed than males (35%). The majority of students in year 11 were employed (80%; 
n=245), while 35 per cent (n=193) of year 9s were employed. Ninety per cent of students were employed 
on a casual basis, 3 percent on a permanent basis and 2 percent were self employed. The remaining 5 per 
cent of students did not know their employment status. In relation to tenure, the median was 8 months 
(minimum 1 month, maximum 4 years). Seventy-five per cent of students had been with their employer 
for less than 1 year.  
 
Young Australian students are predominantly employed in part-time jobs in a narrow range of industries 
and occupations: retail trade; accommodation, cafes and restaurants; and cultural and recreational services 
(ABS 2008c). Within these industries, young people dominate the elementary-level and intermediate-level 
clerical, sales and service and labourers and related workers classifications. The most common jobs for the 
student cohort in this project were: shop assistant (30%), fast food attendant (20%), cashier (15%) and 
food service (14%). The most common first job for year 9 students was in the fast food industry. For year 
11 students, the most frequently cited first job was as a shop assistant. However, these statistics do not 
fully reflect the eclectic range of jobs that students held, which included: house cleaner, boxing glove 
steward, track work rider, fish harvester, nursery worker, sport coach, sport umpire, deckhand, and 
administration assistant.  
 
Limits on children’s working hours in child employment legislation are a response to studies that 
demonstrate children’s exploitation (NSW Commission for Children and Young People, 2005; 
Queensland Commission for Children and Young People, 2005; Smiljanic, 2004). Our survey results 
revealed a limited number of breaches of the Child Employment Act, 2006 (Qld) in the area of limits on 
the hours that children under 16 can lawfully work during a school and non-school week. The median 
hours worked during the school term were 10 hours a week and 16 hours per week during school holidays. 
Twenty-five per cent of our student respondents indicated that they exceeded 12 hours work in their main 
job each week. However, this figure is complicated by the fact that many students were undertaking 
school-based traineeships and would have classed this as ‘work’ while holding another job as well. 
However, in focus groups some students admitted to two non-traineeship jobs. Additionally, some 
students worked in family businesses and on family farms and exceeded the twelve hour minimum. One 
outlier in terms of hours worked was a boy who spent his weekends crewing on a charter boat and 
effectively worked 48 hours over a weekend. As would be expected given the nature of the school day, the 
bulk of students’ working hours were undertaken on the weekend or after school during the week (refer 
Table 1).  
 
Findings which suggest a breach of the legislation, however, were that one per cent of respondents (9 
students) identified as working after 10pm during the school week, while 2 per cent (n=15) reported 
working after 10pm on weekends during the school term. The students who identified as working after 
10pm during the school week were employed as: kitchen hands (1), cashiers (1), fast food assistants (2), 
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shop assistants (1), trolley collectors (2), a technician’s assistant (1) and as a mate on a charter boat (1). 
Students who worked after 10pm on the weekend during school terms were employed as: cashiers (2), 
shop assistants (1), kitchen hands (1), fast food assistants (5), shop assistant (3), call centre operator (1), 
technician’s assistant (1), and a mate on a charter boat (1).  
 
The median age for starting work was 14 years. The minimum age at which a student started work was 6 
years (fruit picker), and the maximum 16 years. All students who started work before age 10 did so on a 
family farm or in a family business. 
 
Table 1  When students work 
When students work
0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40
Weekends 6am-6pm 
Weekends 6pm – 10pm 
Weekends 10pm-6am 
Weekdays 6pm-10pm 
Weekdays 6am-6pm
Weekdays 10pm-6am 
Percentage of respondents
Why students’ work 
In order to ascertain why students worked, the survey provided a series of options derived from literature 
(Smith and Wilson, 2002), as well as an ‘other’ category, with multiple response options. The proportion 
of responses (refer Table 2) was calculated by totaling the number of all responses and reporting a 
percentage relative to total responses. 
 
A key reason for engaging in part-time employment was that work was social and enjoyable.  Work often 
formed a key part of the participants’ social world, particularly for those in regional centres and provincial 
towns, work relieved boredom or filled in time.  While ‘for the money’ was most frequently mentioned as 
the reason for working, participants often mentioned that they worked because their friends worked.  ‘[I 
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work] for money and to take up my time. Everyone else works so …  I do it too’ (girl, year 11, unknown 
occupation, regional). One year 9 girl (gym coach, regional) said she worked ‘for the money’ and because
many of her friends worked at the gym also. Another girl (year 9, fast food operative, metropolitan) said 
‘working is very social, because a lot of my friends worked there at the time I was working there’, while 
another girl (year 9, supermarket shelver, metropolitan) stated: ‘I don’t mind working, it is social, I mad
friends there’. For the non-working students, these kinds of reasons were also mentioned as affecting a 
future decision to take up work. A non-working student (girl, year 9, regional) said ‘It’s boring, there’s n
much that teenagers do around here’ and another (girl, year 9, regional) said her fri
 
e 
ot 
ends would work for 
he money, and occupying your time around here because there is nothing to do’. 
In the ‘o hy students work, comments included: 
esume’ 
t is needed to achieve’ 
‘to help my parents out moneywise’ 
en 
l’; 
e’. 
) 
 to fall back on after school if I get stuck with nothing and need a job’ (year 11 girl, rural 
SHS).  
‘t
 
ther’ category provided on the survey as to w
‘as a stepping stone to other jobs – r
‘I thought I was ready to get a job’ 
‘prove that I could work to myself and save for uni’ 
‘taste of working life and wha
‘to get away from the house’ 
 
When students were asked in the focus groups about  ‘why they work’ the responses were very similar; it 
was ‘for money’; for example ‘Ah, to get money, and buy phone credit … and save up for a car for wh
you finish school’ (year 9 boys, rural SHS). Year 11 boys at the same rural SHS: talked about ‘phone 
credits’, ‘I own a car’, ‘musical instruments, food for social events’, but also highlighted things such as: 
‘cash and the experience of being in the work force.  Knowing what the big bad world is like after schoo
‘work has given me a head start in life.  I feel like I have got out there on my own and made a living.  I 
enjoy the money, income.  I have now bought a drum kit, and a guitar, and I am rather happy with thes
This group of year 11 boys ‘supported themselves’, as in they received no pocket money; although at 
times there were clearly parental subsidies for clothes and other items. Year 11s were more likely to say 
‘to gain skills and for the money’ and to articulate their work (and particularly school-based traineeships
as ‘something
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Table 2  Why students work 
 
Why do you work?
Other
My friends work
For social reasons 
My parents want me to
To occupy my time
For work experience 
For the money
0 5 35 10 15 20 25 30 40 45
Percentage
 
 
 
In addressing the survey question of ‘where does your money go?’ students could select more than one 
response. For the purpose of analysis, the total number of responses was determined and then the 
percentage relative to the total responses calculated (total responses = 702). The two most common 
student replies were to save their earnings or use earnings to pay their personal expenses. While this paints 
a picture of responsible ‘savers’, and we did find a few students actively share trading, the focus group 
data indicated that most students were saving in order to finance something specific and relatively 
expensive, such as travel, a car or moving out of home. There were also examples of students working to 
pay back accumulated debts. 
 
Conditions of work 
A large proportion of students did not know which instrument set their employment conditions and some 
students did not know their pay rate. Students were asked to identify whether they were employed under 
an award, collective agreement or Australian Workplace Agreement (AWA). A total of 83 per cent of 
students did not know which industrial instrument set their wages. This made it impossible to ascertain 
whether students were being under paid, or not. A further 15 per cent knew they were employed on an 
AWA, and 2 per cent knew they were covered by a collective agreement. For those that knew their pay 
rate, the mean hourly pay rate was $9.75 (median $9.50, minimum per hour pay rate $5.00, maximum per 
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hour pay rate $25.00). Of those employed, 7 per cent did not know their hourly rate. However, a 
percentage of these students worked in jobs such as babysitting and fruit picking where their hourly rate 
changed depending on the individual job/client. All students who identified as being covered by an AWA 
were able to specify their rate of pay.   
 
Students’ wages were generally low (refer table 2). This is consistent with ‘youth rates’ contained in the 
major awards covering young people (refer Appendix 1). 
 
Table 3  Student wages by age 
Age Number Minimum wage Maximum wage Average wage 
13 29 $6.50 $20 $10.24 
14 118 $5 $20 $9.31 
15 61 $6.40 $16 $9.21 
16 159 $5 $12.50 $9.90 
17 9 $6.10 $12.50 $9.90 
 
The survey asked students a series of questions about their current working conditions and other aspects of 
their jobs (refer table 3). The majority (91%) of students were paid regularly; however, 2 per cent of 
students were not paid regularly and 5 per cent only sometimes. Examples of non-payment of wages were 
evident in the focus group responses:  
‘Yes, my pay.  I will get paid one week, but not the next week or the next week or the next week, 
and it was just all over the place. I talked to the office people, and I also spoke to the school, and 
it was fixed up after a couple of weeks.  I wasn’t getting paid regularly on a weekly basis’ (year 
11, girl, rural). 
 
The survey findings indicated that only 60 per cent of students received a written payslip, while, in 
contravention of the legislation 27 per cent did not. A significant group of students were paid cash-in-hand 
(24% yes, 6% sometimes). However, a number of these student workers were employed in roles where the 
provision of a payslip would be difficult (e.g. babysitter). 
19 
 
 
Table 4  Employment conditions 
Employment Conditions 
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
Shifts cancelled after arrival
Money deducted for breakages/shortages
Employer cuts hours as you age
Employer cuts hours if refuse shifts
Paid for outside hours meetings
Receive superannuation contributions
Paid cash in hand
Hours vary a lot from week to week
Paid for outside hours training
Paid for overtime
Receive a written payslip
Get to take breaks during long shift
Paid regularly
Yes
No
Sometimes
Don't Know
N/A
 
The survey showed other evidence of breaches of employment legislation in regards to payment for 
attending training. Importantly, 31 per cent of students stated that they were not paid for training outside 
working hours and 7 per cent were paid only sometimes. In the focus groups we encountered a few 
examples of children being required to undertake online induction training prior to being given their first 
shift. These inductions were very time consuming at ‘about 50 pages’ (boy, year 11, metropolitan) and it 
was not clear whether payment would be made for this time. This student explained:  
You have to go to the library and do it. There is one question, point out what is wrong with the 
picture, they are highlighted in purple, so um, I wonder if that is what is wrong with it? It gives 
you all the information you should know, and then you have to pass 80% to get your first shift. If 
you don’t get it, you have to keep doing it [laughter]. I got 87% (boy, year 11, metropolitan).  
 
Similar findings were evident in relation to whether students were paid to attend staff meetings out of 
hours. Thirty-six per cent indicated they were not paid for these activities and three per cent stated they 
were ‘sometimes’ paid to attend staff meetings.   
 
Also in contravention of employment legislation, 8 per cent (4% yes and 4% sometimes) had money 
deducted for breakages and till shortages. Consistent with other research indicating exploitation (NSW 
Commission for Children and Young People, 2005; Queensland Commission for Children and Young 
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People, 2005; Smiljanic, 2004), 30 per cent of students were not paid for overtime and 9 per cent were 
paid for overtime only sometimes.  
 
The survey indicated a number of concerns around the cancellation of shifts and breaks during shifts. 
Twelve per cent (includes 10% sometimes) of those surveyed had shifts cancelled after they had arrived at 
work. Under the retail award in Queensland, people who present at work need to be paid for a minimum of 
3 hours. Seven per cent of students were not provided with breaks during long shifts and 12 per cent only 
sometimes received their breaks. These survey findings were supported in focus group data: 
 
I work from 5.30 to 9.30 pm and I get no breaks….I work from 4.30 to 9.30 and my boss is, like, 
do you really need one?  Excuse me! My feet are dying from standing here.  My boss says, what is 
the point [of a break]? I’m paying you to work, not to have a break (girl, year 11, metropolitan). 
 
In the retail industry award, workers are entitled to a rest pause if they are rostered on for four hours or 
more. It is common practice in the service sector for employees to work through their breaks if there are 
customers to be served and students cited examples of this:   
[Organisation] gets big rushes sometimes, so you have to work through your break (girl, year 11, 
regional).  
 
The results from the surveys indicated that 25 per cent of students always had hours that varied a lot from 
week to week, while 37 per cent sometimes experienced this level of variation. Such change is inherent in 
casual employment, but it makes it difficult for young people to plan their study and other commitments. 
As focus group participants commented: 
My roster used to get changed once a month, so it didn’t bother me, but sometimes I would go into 
work and they would say, Oh, you are not rostered on today (girl, year 11, provincial).   
 
 Where I work, it is really annoying, we don’t have rosters. One week you are working Thursday, 
Fridays, and the next week, you are working Monday.  You have to either ring up on Monday, or 
find out on the Saturday what is happening next week. There’s no consistency (boy, year 11, 
regional remote). 
 
 We are only a casual, but it is really hard to get time off, and if you want to change your shift you 
have to give two weeks’ notice.  It doesn’t seem to be casual (girl, year 11, provincial). 
 
Somewhat surprisingly, only 14 per cent (4% yes, 10% sometimes) of students indicated in survey 
responses that their employer cut working hours as they aged and became more expensive, but this could 
also reflect the relatively short tenure of students in the sample. More concerning was the fact that 25 per 
cent had their working hours cut if they refused shifts. This finding was supported by focus group data 
which indicated that many young people are often contacted for shifts at the last minute: 
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They try and pick young people so they pay less money. My hours got cut when I turned 17 (girl, 
year 11, metropolitan). 
 
I changed my availability last week, and this week I only got one shift, only because I changed, 
and it didn’t suit them (girl, year 11, metropolitan). 
 
 One of my shifts, I got rung up the day before my shift, and [asked] can you work. I agreed and 
said yes, but the next morning I found out that I couldn’t because I had family commitments, so I 
rang up and told them that I had family commitments and couldn’t.  I found someone else to cover 
the shift, but they still said … I had agreed to do the shift (girl, year 11, metropolitan). 
 
Again, as most of the young people worked in the service sector, and were often employed as casual, ‘fill 
in’ employees working unsociable hours, this may be expected. Numerous examples were given: for 
example, work being withheld for a week if the young worker was not prepared to work an extra shift at 
short notice (girl, year 11, supermarket cashier, regional; girl, year 11, waitress, metropolitan); arriving at 
work and finding the rosters had been changed without notification (girl, year 11, supermarket cashier, 
regional); or being given erratic shifts with no consistency and no regular rosters (year 11, unknown 
occupation, provincial town).  Particularly poignant stories where recounted by two groups of year 11 girls 
in the metropolitan area, most of whom were working at high intensity (20 hours a week or more) in 
supermarket and fast food jobs. They reported multiple problems of changed shifts, being unable to 
change their shifts when they wished, very short notice of request to fill shifts they were not rostered for, 
and capricious supervisors who ‘sped up’ work in various ways and did not grant scheduled breaks, or 
were too busy to explain job tasks properly, then became angry when jobs were badly done.  A few 
participants reported being expected to work beyond paid time doing ‘clean up’ or ‘last minute’ shifts (for 
example, year 9 boy, fast food operative, provincial city). While on the one hand, most supervisors were 
paternalistic, stepping in to protect the young worker from negative interactions with customers; in some 
situations supervisors were a source of significant pressure on young workers, particularly in the area of 
shift assignment and changes to working hours. 
 
When they started their jobs, 35 per cent of students who completed the surveys indicated they were 
informed about their wages and working conditions in writing and verbally. However, 34 per cent 
received this information in a verbal form alone, 9 per cent were provided it in writing and 10 per cent 
were provided with no information. Eleven per cent of respondents could not remember how such 
knowledge was conveyed. When asked whether they believed they had received enough information about 
working conditions, 73 per cent of students stated that they did, 16 per cent did not believe they received 
adequate information and 11 per cent could not remember.  
 
While the literature indicates that young people receive little or no training when they commence work, 
and are therefore at greater risk of harm and exploitation (NSW Commission for Children and Young 
People, 2005; Queensland Commission for Children and Young People, 2005; Smiljanic, 2004), of the 
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working students surveyed, 85 per cent said that they were given training when they commenced their job. 
As above, given the low levels of knowledge about entitlements, training appears to be directly related to 
the tasks required in the job. 
 
Over a quarter (26%) of students surveyed had sustained an injury at work. The most common injuries 
were cuts (41, 4.6%) and burns (37, 4.1%). While most of these injuries were not major, there were also 
examples of more serious injuries such as electrocution (1), falls (2), broken toes (2), hurt backs (3), a 
fractured wrist (1) and broken ankles (2).  
 
Fourteen students (3%) identified as having been sexually harassed at work. However, students, mostly 
older, could articulate many instances of other forms of ‘naked power’ in the workplace. One year 9 girl, 
who worked 20 hours a week at two jobs, stated that when she asked her supervisor for information, the 
supervisor replied: ‘I’m the manager, you’re the employee, you do what I say when I say it ... When I say 
jump, you jump, that is what she tells us’. Two year 11 girls (metropolitan, working in supermarkets), 
recounted: ‘My boss swears a lot.  He comes up to your face and swears and says you are crap.  He says it 
to your face.  He is serious’ and ‘mine is the same, he loses his temper very quickly. You sort of get used 
to it, I guess’.   
 
One year 11 girl at a rural school could articulate a range of issues that she had encountered at a 
supermarket (she was engaged in an administration traineeship at the time of the interviews) and, 
unusually for the students we spoke to, used words relating to equity and fairness:  
‘I didn’t like the treatment from my employers; they didn’t treat me as an equal.  I got asked to 
work hours which seniors were meant to work, didn’t get fair pay, didn’t get as many hours, and 
half the time you didn’t know which hours you were going to work.  One of the employers was 
very rude to me’.   
 
A year 9 boy in a food service job in a regional centre also stated:  
‘Because I am basically the youngest person there, they treat me like crap ... some of the people I 
work with, they expect me to clean all the plates out, whereas it is the person who brings the 
plates out [who usually] has to clean them; well, they make me do that.  ... The youngest worker 
there is treated better than I am. Her parents are friends with the boss.’   
 
Similarly, a year 11 girl in a metropolitan school, who worked behind a service counter in a supermarket, 
reported: 
‘My manager is a bully at my work.  She tends to pick on the weaker person, or the person who is 
the newbie, and doesn’t know what they are doing, and she tends to pick at every little thing they 
do wrong, and tends to attack their self-confidence, which makes them tend to stuff up more, 
because they think everything is wrong.  In my case, I did a little thing wrong, and I got no shift 
for the next week’.   
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Young workers often reported workplace stress from high task intensity, although rarely blamed an agent 
in the workplace. Rather, they believed the problem could be attributed to simply the pressure of the job 
and its associated tasks.    
 
When asked about their rights and responsibilities at work, students had no difficulty providing long lists 
of responsibilities, but very few were able to articulate their rights. Commitment to work was mentioned 
by a number of students: for example, ‘Don’t slack off, do work when he asks you.  You just don’t go 
away and ask someone else to do it.  You do it when he asks you to’ and ‘if you are not doing anything 
and he says go and clean up, you do what he tells you to do, because if you don’t listen, you can get fired.  
So you just listen to your boss and do what you are told to do’ (one student not working, one student at 
maintenance firm, boys, year 9, regional SHS). This theme was echoed by year 9 boys at a remote high 
school who said: ‘Give 100% work.  Do a proper job’; ‘don’t backchat’; ‘Turn up on time’; ‘Be in the 
right uniform’. Where students did mention rights, these were usually discussed in relation to health and 
safety, such as this year 11 boy from a rural school: ‘Keep up with the employer’s demands.  Not 
necessarily all of them, but the majority of them.  The ones you have been employed to do and that you 
deem safe’. Another year 9 boy at a rural school said that he had a responsibility ‘To do what your 
employer asks you to do the first time’. When asked about ‘limitations’ to that, this boy said ‘If it was 
something dangerous and it could harm someone, but he ‘didn’t know’ what he’d do if that happened.   
 
There were few examples of students advocating for their rights or for fairer treatment, and only boys 
provided examples of how they had acted to change their circumstances at work. In one of the rare 
instances a year 11 boy at a regional SHS said he had a right to be: ‘Treated fairly. Like not give one 
person all the bad jobs to be done’. To which the interviewer responded ‘is that what they do with the 
youngest person’ and the reply was ‘When I started, that’s what they did with me, and then I said no, I 
wasn’t doing that shit work again …. They gave me something different to do’. Another year boy at a 
rural SHS said when he first started, they paid him $6 per hour ‘and I went up to my boss and said is that 
the right pay, and he said no, and I got a pay rise straight up to December. And I got back paid’. Asked if 
he felt comfortable about this ‘Yes, because I pretty much knew him, it was him who got me the job’. On 
the other hand, another boy in the same focus group, who worked for the family hotel, caused significant 
mirth when he said ‘I ask for a pay rise all the time, I never got one but’.  
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Work, study, leisure balance 
Those students who were currently in paid employment were provided with a series of statements about 
their Work-School-Leisure balance and asked to indicate, on a 5 point Likert scale (Agree strongly to 
Disagree strongly with a middle option of ‘No Opinion’), whether they agreed or disagreed with a range 
of statements.  
 
The survey responses indicate that the majority (>50%) of working students agreed that their school work 
came before their job. However, 42% agreed that their job interfered with their school work. Around half 
of the respondents also indicated that their job interfered with their leisure time. The majority of students 
reported however, that their job was an important part of their life and that their pay was fair for what they 
do. A sizeable minority (26% – 40%) of students were experiencing some conflict between the demands 
of their job, their school work and their leisure and family time.  
 
Table 5  Work-school-leisure balance of working students 
Work-School-Life Balance amongst Working Students 
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
School work does not get done because of my job
My time at work interferes with my family time
Due to work, I have to change school activities
The demands of my job interfere with my school work
My job does not interfere with my school work
My work is an important part of my life
My time at work interferes with my leisure time
My pay is fair for what I do
My school work comes before my job
Agree
No Opinion
Disagree
 
 
In the focus groups, the majority of students did not cite many work – school balance issues. This was 
particularly the case for year 9 students, nearly all of whom thought that even if they increased their hours 
at work, it would not affect their study. The year 11 students were much more likely to provide examples 
of conflict between work and school, especially those who were undertaking school-based traineeships. 
This year 11 girl from a regional SHS who works 23 hours a week said she’s starting to knock back hours 
because she is: ‘coming up to study and exam week and all that’. Another who works 12-15 hours says 
‘Yes, I can handle work and schoolwork’.  Later on in the same focus group, someone said ‘I would say 
work interferes with study, because I never get time to do homework, I am always finding that I’m ... I 
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stay up at night to do my homework, I don’t go to bed until midnight, so then I am always tired the next 
day when I got to school’.  The same girl said: 
‘My Dad doesn’t mind, because he says it is good for you and all that, but Mum says it is too 
much, you should cut back. I don’t think my Dad realises how much it affects me, because I never 
have time to do anything that I want to do now, even if it is just schoolwork, I don’t have time to 
hang out with friends and things like that’.  
This girl held a supervisory role in her workplace and to achieve a better school – work balance had asked 
her manager to ‘train somebody else to be supervisor so they can take over the shifts that I do’ (she 
supervises three people). This was also one of the few girls who gave an example of advocating for better 
working conditions. 
 
In a group of year 11 boys at a rural school, one boy who had left his fast food job due to a lack of school 
– work balance said: 
‘Yes, it was [a hassle], especially when it was getting to the end of the year, when you were doing 
all your big exams, you were trying to cut down on the work a lot. […].  Sometimes they did, 
sometimes they didn’t, it depended on how many they had working, who was available, and who 
was rostered off. […].  We used to have a book where we rostered our days off, we used to write 
in the dates that we wanted to be rostered off, but we had to do it two weeks in advance, and 
sometimes my exams came up quick, so I had to swap shifts with someone’ (boy, year 11, rural). 
Another boy in this group who was undertaking a school-based traineeship highlighted the ways in which 
missing a day of school to do his traineeship created problems:  
 ‘Yeah, because the eight hours I do is on a Thursday, so I miss out on a day of school, and that is 
sometimes hard because teachers do exams on Thursdays and stuff. […] Every teacher knows that 
I am away Thursdays, so they try and make it that it is not on a Thursday.  They try and look for 
me, and get me to sit the exam.  They are flexible; they try and make Tuesdays and Thursdays as 
flexi days, and apprenticeship days’ (boy, year 11, rural). 
A number of students undertaking traineeships expressed similar problems, and provided examples of 
having to drop subjects to cope with the traineeship workload. This is an area which should be monitored. 
Knowledge of employment relations 
There are a range of regulatory instruments which stipulate youth rates of pay, hours, breaks and other 
entitlements. In Australia, at the time this research was undertaken, wages and entitlements could be set 
under: awards (state or federal industry-wide instruments); union or non-union collective agreements; 
individual registered workplace agreements (Australian Workplace Agreements and Individual 
Transitional Employment Agreements); and individual non-registered contracts. In addition to regulatory 
instruments establishing wages and conditions, more general legislation exists to provide all workers with 
minimum employment rights and associated rights of redress, as well as superannuation and protection 
from discrimination.  
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Empirical research regarding young people’s experience at work is diverse and heterogeneous. Australian 
and New Zealand studies, which are primarily authored by non-government organisations, show that 
young people experience a range of detriments in employment (NSW Commission for Children and 
Young People, 2005; SA Unions, 2005; ACIRRT, 2005; Job Watch, 2004; Queensland Commission for 
Children and Young People, 2004; Caritas, 2003; Young Christian Workers, 2001). Young people 
commonly perform unpaid work, such as attending staff meetings out of working hours and ‘trial’ work. 
One study showed that 23 per cent of young workers attended unpaid meetings or training sessions (Job 
Watch, 2004). In research by the NSW Commission for Children and Young People (2005), 12 per cent of 
young people received only ‘in kind’ rewards and 11 per cent were not paid at all. The Caritas (2003) 
study of young New Zealanders found that 45 per cent of respondents were paid a rate below the 
minimum youth wage. Another study of fast food employees by Job Watch (2004, 57) found that 10 per 
cent of young workers were not paid the legal minimum. All of these practices are unlawful.  
 
We asked the student survey respondents a series of questions to ascertain their level of knowledge 
regarding their employment entitlements. These quiz-like questions were structured around a number of 
fairly basic employment relations information themes. The questions were also piloted in several iterations 
on adolescents of similar ages prior to including it in the survey. We found that students were not well 
informed about their work-related entitlements. As expected, Year 11 students, who were older and had 
more experience in the workforce, were better informed than their year 9 counterparts. These differences 
were confirmed by t-tests. 
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Table 6  Students' knowledge of work entitlements 
 
Knowledge of entitlements
0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100
All workers get penalty rates for Sundays
Only serious injuries need to be recorded and reported
Employers do not have to pay super for part time workers under 18
Anyone can join a trade union 
I can legally be prevented from joining a union by my employer
Students under 16 can work > 4 hours daily during school term 
Casual employees can have hours changed short notice
Employers can take money without permission to cover breakages 
Casual employees do not get paid holidays/sick pay 
Students under 16 cannot work >12 hours in school week 
Employer can make stay back and clean up without paying me
As an employee, I have to take care of my employer’s property 
Can be forced to join a trade union
All employees are entitled to workers compensation 
Students under 16 must get parents consent to work
Permanent employees usually get paid holidays and sick leave 
I should be paid at least each month 
I have to do everything my employer asks me to, even if unsafe 
Employees who are harassed at work need to learn to deal with it 
Employer can legally harass those under 18 years old 
Percentage of correct responses
Year 11
Year 9 
 
Our findings reinforce those of the Job Watch (2004, 57) study of fast food employees which found nearly 
half the survey respondents did not know whether they were being paid the legal minimum. There were no 
significant differences on knowledge scores between girls and boys, or by type of employment experience, 
or across geographic location. Students who had knowledge of their employment instrument however, had 
significantly higher knowledge scores overall than those who were not able to specify their contractual 
arrangements. Table 7 summarises students’ knowledge of employment relations issues and a more 
detailed description of these findings follows.  
Knowledge of health and safety 
A series of statements asked students about their knowledge of various aspects of workplace health and 
safety: injury reporting; responsibilities of employee; harassment and workers’ compensation. With the 
exception of injury reporting, this was the area in which students’ knowledge of workplace entitlements 
was highest. In all cases, except the question about whether injuries should be recorded, the year 11 
students were more knowledgeable than year 9 students. There was also a direct relationship between 
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awareness of health and safety provisions and having been employed. Numerous focus group participants 
also mentioned that they should not be required to perform tasks that were deemed unsafe. For example, a 
year 11 boy (regional) qualified his responsibilities:   
‘Keep up with the employer’s demands.  Not necessarily all of them, but the majority of them.  The 
ones you have been employed to do and that you deem safe’.  
 
Students were generally aware that employers had a responsibility: ‘To keep you safe.  They can’t make 
you do something harmful.  Okay, um, well he wouldn’t let me use the power drill, because it was 
dangerous’ (boy, yr 9 regional). It is likely that students receive health and safety information via manual 
arts subjects taught in the school curriculum.  
 
Very few students were aware that all workplace injuries should be reported and recorded (20% correct yr 
9; 15% correct yr 11).The most likely explanation for this lack of knowledge is that students’ experiences 
in the workplace have led them to believe that only serious injuries need to be reported, and this was borne 
out by the focus group interviews, in which students often spoke of minor injuries that went unreported. 
The implications of this for young people are that no records will exist of the small cuts and burns and 
other ‘minor’ injuries that may become more serious with time. Consequently, young people may not be 
in a position to prove that they were injured in the course of their employment in order to make claims on 
their employer. Additionally, injuries which frequently go unreported do not allow government authorities 
to become aware of employers with high incidences of minor injury, which may herald the likelihood of 
potentially more serious problems.   
 
Of the employed students who completed the survey, 26 per cent had been injured in the course of their 
employment. Given other research that indicates school-aged children are twice as likely to be injured in 
the workplace as other age groups (Queensland Injury Surveillance Unit, 2004), this lack of knowledge is 
particularly concerning. It is also concerning that the students who had been injured at work were more 
inclined to think that only serious injuries needed recording (31% of employed compared to 20% of non-
employed). This supports the findings of the SA Unions (2005) survey that 66 per cent of 15-19 year olds 
failed to report a work-related injury. It also suggests that young people are influenced by the poor 
employment practices that they are exposed to and perhaps feel pressured not to report injuries. 
 
In the light of the low levels of understanding of when injuries should be reported, it is somewhat ironic 
that students had much better knowledge of their entitlement to workers’ compensation. Of the year 9 
students, 68 per cent knew that all workers were entitled to workers’ compensation, as did 75 per cent of 
year 11 students. However, while only a small percentage of students gave an incorrect response (6% yr 9; 
6% yr 11), a sizeable minority indicated a ‘don’t know’ response (26% yr 9; 19% yr 11). The vast 
majority of students knew that they did not have to do everything asked of them in the workplace if they 
felt it was unsafe (77% yr 9; 89% yr 11), while only a small percentage did not answer this question 
correctly (10% yr 9; 6% yr 11). Others answered ‘don’t know’ to this question (13% yr 9; 7% yr 11). 
Injury surveillance data collected by hospitals shows high levels of workplace injury, while other studies 
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(Job Watch, 2004; Caritas, 2003; Unions SA, 2003) indicate that sizeable numbers of young people 
injured at work do not report the incident. For example, in the SA Unions study (2005), 86 per cent of 
youth aged 15-19 years did not submit a claim form for workers compensation. We did not ask questions 
about students’ actions after work-related injuries, but if the SA Unions survey is any guide, young people 
seem to know that they are entitled to compensation for injury, but they appear to lack the procedural 
knowledge to accomplish this. Young people need to know that that are entitled to report injuries at work 
and, if necessary, to be compensated for injuries. 
 
The statements around harassment at work revealed the most correct responses on the survey, perhaps 
because anti-bullying and other programs are quite widespread in Queensland schools. However, not all 
students indicated ‘false’ in response to the statement ‘employees who are harassed at work need to learn 
to deal with it’ (correct 82% yr 9; 90% yr 11).  
Knowledge of child employment legislation 
Students were reasonably knowledgeable about some of the requirements of the Child Employment Act 
2006 (Qld). Seventy-one per cent of both year 9 and year 11 students knew that they required their parents 
signed consent in order to work while attending school. It is possible that many employed young people 
had had to obtain parental consent prior to starting work. However, a sizeable minority of students gave an 
incorrect response (16% yr 9; 19% yr 11) and other indicated they did not know (14% yr 9; 10% yr 11). 
Similarly, around two thirds of students knew that they could not work more than 12 hours in a school 
week (63% yr 9; 69% yr 11) but again, many other students did not know (23% yr 9; 16% yr 11) or gave 
an incorrect response (14% yr 9; 15% yr 11). The situation was somewhat different, however, with the 
four hour daily work limit on a school day, where only around 40 per cent of students gave a correct 
response (40% yr 9; 43% yr 11), and  another quarter gave an incorrect response (27% yr 9; 29% yr 11). A 
similar proportion did not know they could not work more than four hours on a school day (33% yr 9; 
28% yr 11).  
Knowledge of duties and basic entitlements 
A series of statements asked students about: casual and permanent employment conditions, penalty rates, 
unauthorised deductions, unpaid work, responsibilities, regularity of wage payments and superannuation. 
With the exception of the questions about being paid at least monthly, year 11 students were more 
knowledgeable than year 9 students. Levels of knowledge about the differences between casual and 
permanent employee entitlements were quite high. Most students knew that permanent employees usually 
get paid annual and sick leave (correct 89% yr 11; 75% yr 9); only 7 per cent of year 9 students and 3 per 
cent of year 11 students gave an incorrect response to this question. Likewise, the majority knew that 
casual employees do not get paid holidays and sick leave (85% yr 11; 61% yr 9). Again, only 8 per cent of 
year 11 students and 17 per cent of year 9 students gave an incorrect response. This knowledge is likely to 
have come from student’s own experience in the workplace as most of the students who worked were 
employed as casuals.  
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Fewer students knew that casual employees can have their hours changed at short notice (correct 42% yr 
9; 63% yr 11). A high proportion of students also indicated that they did not know (31%, yr 9; 21% yr 11), 
and around one-quarter of students gave an incorrect response (27% yr 9; 16% yr 11). These findings are 
somewhat surprising as they tend to indicate that young people have not had their working hours altered at 
short notice or, if they have not had paid work, then they have not discussed it with friends.  
 
Overall knowledge of penalty rates for Sunday working was not high. Around half the students incorrectly 
thought that all workers receive penalty rates for Sunday working (50% yr 9; 43% yr 11). At the same 
time, 21 per cent of year 9 and 40 per cent of year 11 students knew the correct response, while many did 
not (29% yr 9; 17% yr 11).  Under Queensland awards at the time this research was conducted, not all 
workers received penalty rates and, if they did, a range of different penalty rates for Sunday working 
applied. Under the retail, hospitality and take-away food (Pizza Hut, food court outlets and non-chain take 
away outlets) awards, casual workers receive penalty rates. However, under the quick service (McDonalds 
and KFC) and fast food (Hungry Jacks, Red Rooster, Dominos, Eagle Boys, Uncle Tony’s Kebabs and 
Brodies) awards, only full time workers receive penalty rates; casual workers receive ordinary hourly rates 
plus the casual loading. It was also possible that Sunday penalty rates had been eliminated under AWAs. 
So while the ‘correct’ answer is that not all workers receive penalty rates, many of the students working in 
retail or hospitality should have been paid penalty rates and therefore, by virtue of their experience, 
assumed that this was the norm. Of those working students who received penalty rates (n=165) in their 
employment, 52 per cent thought that every worker received penalty rates. Likewise, those who did not 
receive penalty rates (n=254) were more likely to know that not every worker did (41%). However, 33 per 
cent of those who did not receive penalty rates still thought that every worker did and a further 26 per cent 
did not know.  
 
The majority of students knew that they should be paid at least monthly (77% yr 9; 74% yr 11). Here, the 
additional experience in the workforce, and the fact that young people are generally paid weekly or 
fortnightly, probably increased the number of students who were unaware that the employment legislation 
stipulates ‘at least monthly’. The majority of students knew that they were required to take care of their 
employer’s property (66% yr 9; 77% yr 11). A disturbing number of young people were not aware that 
they cannot have money taken from their wages to cover breakages, without their permission. Of the year 
9 students, 18 per cent gave the incorrect response and 29 per cent did not know, while 12 per cent of year 
11 students gave an incorrect response and 26 per cent did not know. Taking money from employee’s 
wages without their written authorisation is unlawful and is a practice that has been identified as fairly 
common in other research on young people and work (Job Watch, 2004, 58). 
 
Knowledge of unpaid overtime entitlements was similarly patchy. While the majority of students knew 
that they could not be made to stay back and clean without payment (64% yr 9; 70% yr 11), some 15 per 
cent of year 9 students and 11 per cent of year 11 students gave an incorrect response and many did not 
know (21% yr 9; 19% yr 11). This is another area where research indicates that young people are 
commonly exploited. Job Watch (2004, 57-8) found 23 per cent of young workers were not paid for 
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attending meetings and training, while SA Unions (2005, 17) found significant numbers of children 
engaged in unpaid ‘trial’ work. In a similar way to deducting payment without written permission, it is not 
lawful to employ people without paying them and that includes payment for all the time worked. 
 
Students’ understanding of superannuation was quite poor. Following the first few administrations of the 
survey when we were frequently asked what superannuation was, we subsequently provided a definition to 
other survey groups. The Job Watch survey (2004, 71) also included definitions of superannuation (and 
the word ‘union’) after piloting their survey. Students were given a statement ‘employers do not have to 
pay superannuation for part-time workers under 18’, which under the terms of the Superannuation 
Guarantee (Administration) Act 1992 (Cth), they do not (if they work less than 30 hours per week and 
earn less than $450 a month). Only 28 per cent of year 9 students and 31 per cent of year 11 students gave 
a correct response to this statement, while 19 per cent of year 9 and 30 per cent of year 11 students 
provided an incorrect response. Most students, however, did not know (54% yr 9; 30% yr 11). While we 
acknowledge that since most young people work part-time and do not qualify for superannuation, and 
retirement is a long way in the future, it is still important that young people have an understanding of the 
nature of superannuation.  
Knowledge of trade unions  
The young people we surveyed knew very little about trade unions. While 65 per cent of students in the 
SA Unions (2005) survey knew what a union was, our experience is that Queensland students appear to 
have much lower levels of awareness. Although we did not specifically ask students what a union was, 
while conducting the survey we received many requests to explain the term ‘union’ and consequently 
provided a definition prior to survey administration. The survey provided a series of statements in relation 
to joining trade unions, all of which related to freedom of association clauses in the legislation. The only 
thing that students knew about trade unions was that they could not be forced to join (correct 67% yr 9; 
74% yr 11). Only a small percentage gave an incorrect response (5% yr 9; 3% yr 11), but a significant 
number did not know (28% yr 9; 23% yr 11). Of the proportion of the sample in employment, 5 per cent 
belonged to a trade union, and 3 per cent were not current members but had been previously. The 
remainder either did not belong (38%) or did not know (54%) whether they belonged.  
 
More worryingly for trade union recruitment, only a quarter of students knew that they could not be 
legally prevented from joining a union (29% yr 9; 45% yr 11). While a percentage gave an incorrect 
response (17% yr 9; 11% yr 11), around half did not know the answer (54% yr 9; 43% yr 11). The 
statement ‘anyone can join a trade union’ received largely similar responses. Around a quarter of year 9 
students (28%) and around half year 11 students (43%) provided the correct response, while an incorrect 
response was reported by 22% of year 9 students and 11% of year 11 students. Most did not know (51% yr 
9; 46% yr 11). While in the SA Unions (2005) survey, 43 per cent of students learned about unions in 
school, our analysis of Queensland curriculum indicates that a very low proportion of students are likely to 
be exposed to information about trade unions. Indeed, it is mainly those undertaking vocational 
certificates who receive such information. Recent research indicates that young people are not necessarily 
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less inclined to join trade unions than any other group in the labour market; indeed 50 per cent of young 
workers were ‘fairly’ or ‘very’ likely to join if asked (Pyman, Teicher, Cooper and Holland, 2009), but 
these findings suggest that actual membership is very low.  
 
Of the twenty two students who knew they were in a union, 15 indicated they were members of the Shop 
Distributive and Allied Employees’ Association (SDA) and one was a member of the Australian Workers’ 
Union (AWU) with coverage over the retail industry in North Queensland. The remaining students who 
knew they were a union member were not sure to which union they belonged.    
 
Table 7  Students' trade union membership 
Do you belong to a trade union?
0 10 20 30 40 50 6
Don't know
No
No, but once did
Yes
Percentage
0
 
All students, working and non-working were provided with a series of statements about their beliefs and 
attitudes towards work, managers and trade unions and were asked to indicate on a 5 point Likert scale 
whether they agreed or disagreed with the statement. Student responses to whether work should be central 
to life were fairly evenly split – 30 per cent agreed, 35 per cent disagreed and 35 per cent had no opinion. 
 
In addition to low levels of knowledge of issues around union membership, survey findings indicated very 
low levels of understanding about what trade unions were and what they did. This low level of awareness 
was associated with students’ beliefs about trade unions and their role in society. In response to each 
statement about trade unions, between 55 and 75 per cent of students selected the item ‘no opinion’. 
However, most students did not appear to actively hold anti-union beliefs, except the 7 per cent who 
thought Australia would be better off without unions.  
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Table 8  Students' beliefs about work, management and trade unions 
Beliefs about Work, Management and Unions
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
The average worker today is getting his or her fair share 
Managers care more about profits than their employees 
Managers can be trusted to keep their word 
Managers can be trusted to give you honest answers  
Employers have more power than employees 
Management should try to cooperate with trade unions
Employees would be better off if they were in a trade union 
Australia would be better off without trade unions 
Trade unions in Aust do not look after their members 
Work should be central to life 
Percentage of Respondents
Disagree
No opinion
Agree
 
A significant majority of students (70%) believed that employers had more power than employees, but 
students were generally positive about their manager’s behaviour, believing that managers could be 
trusted to give honest answers (63%) and to keep their word (52%). However, 20 to 25 per cent of 
students disagreed with these statements. In relation to broader statements, a significant minority (40%) of 
students believed that managers cared more about profits than workers, while students were divided as to 
whether workers were ‘getting their fair share’.   
 
Given students’ low levels of knowledge; we were interested to establish where students had sought 
information, and where they would like to go for information. Table 9 indicates that most students went to 
their parents as the first source of information regarding employment matters, with the internet the second 
most popular choice.  
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Table 9  Where students have gone for work-related information 
Where have you gone to find out about work?
0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35
Parents
Internet
Teachers
Employers
Brochures
None
Government Services
Trade unions
Community Organisations
Percentages
 
We also asked students where they felt that employment relations information should come from. Again, 
parents were cited most frequently as the principle source from which information should come, followed 
by employers and teachers (refer Table 10). 
 
Table 10  Where employment relations information should come from 
 
Where should employment relations information come from?
0 5 10 15 20 25 30
Parents
Employer
Teachers
Government
Unions
Percentage of total responses
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When asked in focus groups where people should get information from, a group of year 11 girls at a rural 
SHS said: ‘I don’t think it is the school’s responsibility to do that, like maybe the school-based 
apprenticeships’ and someone else said ‘I think the employer should tell you where you can find help and 
stuff’ and if it was a problem with the employer (question from interviewer); ‘You probably find that other 
employees can help, if you have a problem you can talk to an older one, and they might be able to tell you 
know to approach your boss about it’.  The girl working for a major supermarket described going up the 
chain of hierarchy, from her department manager to the store manager:  ‘Always try to get things resolved 
within the department with your manager, but if not you go to the manager of the store’.  There were more 
sophisticated answers that followed, and analyses of how you found out about things. One girl, whose dad 
currently works as power station operator,  said: ‘My Dad tells me a fair bit, because at the moment he 
does overseas mining jobs and he works at the piggery and all over the place, so he tells me a fair bit.  He 
tells me that you find out every single detail before you go for a job … He said that if you ever find 
yourself in a vocal argument with someone, you write down exactly what they said so you can use that 
later.  If they say they didn’t say that, you’ve got a copy’.’.  Another in the same group said ‘[My Dad] 
says keep all your pay slips and join the unions because they really help, if you ever find yourself …’ 
[sentence not completed]. So it was not surprising that someone in this group of girls summed up that the 
best way to learn about paid work was ‘hmm … a mixture between what my parents and people tell me, 
and experience’.  
 
As far as advocacy goes, in a concluding comment, one of the girls said, ‘I think it is always good if you 
are uncomfortable about something, tell your Mum and Dad, and if you don’t want to go to your boss and 
talk to them by yourself, you can just ask your parent to go and do it for you if you don’t feel 
comfortable’.  Also, the same girl as an additional thought: ‘I’d probably do it myself.  At work we are all 
really close.  If we have a problem, we just speak up and say it.  This is bothering us, what can we do 
about it?  We are all pretty, like, just whatever comes to our mind we speak up and say it’.  ‘Too scared 
with first boss, but can talk to new bosses’.These results suggest that there is a strong need for internet 
based sources of information about wages and working conditions, both for young people to access 
themselves online, and for their parents to access in order to assist their children. 
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STUDENTS’ EXPECTATIONS FOR THE FUTURE: ESSAY DATA 
 
 
 
This section of the report has been removed from the QUT ePrints version as it has been accepted 
for publication (on 6 April 2010) in an article entitled "YOUNG PEOPLES’ ASPIRATIONS FOR 
EDUCATION, WORK, FAMILY AND LEISURE" for a future edition of the journal WORK, 
EMPLOYMENT AND SOCIETY. 
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TEACHERS’ VIEWS IN CONTEXT 
 
Background and Overview 
Interviews were undertaken with 15 teachers at 13 schools. Teachers were selected partially on a 
convenience basis, that is, if they were available to be interviewed at the time of the school visit by the 
researchers. However, we took care to interview teachers who had relevant experience, such as those 
engaged in vocational education, school based apprenticeships and/or work experience and who 
consequently had appropriate knowledge of the extent and content of employment relations at the 
particular school or more broadly in the education environment. Interviews were conducted in a range of 
‘private’ spaces in the school environments and were recorded and transcribed prior to analysis. Teachers 
also frequently referred to documents available in school libraries when discussing employment relations 
issues. 
 
There was general consensus amongst teachers that there needs to be more emphasis in schools on 
employment rights and responsibilities in terms of curriculum, but at the same time, most teachers felt that 
the curriculum was already overcrowded. The interviews also highlighted the difficulties experienced by 
teachers with employment relations content. These difficulties include the risk of alienating local 
employers if employment relations knowledge is linked to work experience. An additional difficulty is a 
lack of teacher confidence in dealing with employment relations content and the lack of available teaching 
resources.   
Teaching ‘how to work’ using work experience  
When teachers were asked about the ways that employment relations education was delivered in their 
school, nearly all focused on work experience, and tasks such as resume and application writing. A 
number of teachers commented on the value of work experience as a learning tool, but primarily for 
learning about various types of work and potential career options, not for learning about employment 
relations. While every school we visited had a work experience component in their curriculum, and 
offered a range of school-based Work Education certificate training, it was apparent from the student 
survey responses that students had low levels of knowledge about employment relations. Where work 
education certificates were included in the curriculum, it was primarily the Non-OP and school-based 
certificate students who undertook work education. Further, the type of work-related information provided 
to these students centered on career choices and highly instrumental understandings of responsibilities at 
work (for example, turning up on time, ringing if you are ill.), rather than rights or more general 
knowledge around wage fixation systems, unions and employer associations.  
 
Work experience can provide students with an opportunity to learn about employment relations, yet where 
teachers had encouraged students to become better informed, this had proved problematic. One teacher at 
a provincial high school developed a work experience learning journal where students were required to 
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collect information about wages, working conditions and trade union membership from their work 
experience employer.   
They [employers] were offended, these kids were coming in and trying to be informed citizens, 
informed about workplaces in general....It didn’t matter how much we educated the employers, it 
wasn’t a good enough reason and they felt it was an invasion of privacy, so the pressure was 
created and we were told not to do that assessment again, so I don’t know. The principal wasn’t 
happy with it, but he had to protect the opportunities of the students in the future, we don’t have 
enough businesses now because of those questions (female teacher, provincial city). 
 
This highlights the difficulties associated with educating students about employment relations by using 
work experience placements: a problem exacerbated for teachers in regional areas where employing 
businesses are limited and the on-going effects of offending local employers are higher.  
 
Billett and Ovens (2005) make a strong case for the value of young people’s workplace experiences in 
learning about work. Yet, with a few exceptions (those who were undertaking a formal VET program), 
most of our participants could not articulate what they learned at work beyond instrumental content. This 
is consistent with Billet and Ovens’ (2005) argument that students need teacher facilitation and guided 
reflection in order to develop a more critical understanding of their authentic experiences in the 
workplace.  
 
In many instances, teachers juggle positions as vocational and careers coordinators with teaching 
commitments. Further, funding for vocational education coordinators comes from the block school 
funding and therefore teachers are required to compete for funding against other projects. The 
administrative workload associated with vocational placements is extensive and many of the vocational 
coordinators spoke on needing administrative support. Effective work-experience and vocational 
placements are heavily reliant on teachers developing and maintaining positive working relationships with 
local employers and this is an area that is not well acknowledged in workloads. Three of the schools we 
visited had managed to obtain grants from external organizations to fund vocational support positions.   
Employment relations contentious 
The area of employment relations is seen by teachers as contentious due to its political nature. Many 
teachers gave examples of the difficulties associated with organizing school visits by external parties, 
especially those who appeared partisan (union and employer association representatives).  
I think there are, ideally you would like to get guest speakers speak with students, but then you’ve 
got the whole getting that approved, making sure that when they come in they are not promoting 
their own position, they are actually giving a balanced view to the students (female teacher, 
metropolitan) 
 
The situation was magnified in environments where there had been significant industrial conflict, such as 
mining towns in western Queensland.  
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Another barrier would be, I think, the teachers’ confidence in handling it in a sensitive manner.  If 
they knew about the history here, they’d have to tread very diplomatically – you know, they’d 
have to tread lightly and all that.  And really think about how they teach those lessons and be 
careful (female teacher, rural). 
 
The prevailing view was that invited speakers needed to at least appear non-partisan. This highlights the 
important educative role for organisations, such as the Young Workers Advisory Service and also for 
government workplace inspectors.  
Teaching employment relations  
A central theme in the teacher interviews was that few teachers have the confidence and skills to teach 
employment relations. To some extent, this was a direct response to the litany of legislative changes. As 
one female teacher from a metropolitan school suggested ‘because the landscape seems to change so 
rapidly when you are talking about industrial relations’. The same teacher suggested that teachers’ lack of 
confidence with employment relations content may also reflect their own, often limited, employment 
experience. One suggested solution was ‘definitely some staff development, I mean quite a few teachers 
this is the only job they’ve ever had, so their knowledge of what it is like in the workforce is sometimes 
outdated’  
 
All teachers noted that there was a lack of innovative educational resources pertaining to employment 
relations and offered a range of suggestions to improve young people’s employment relations competence.    
…we’ve got to find activities that in some way engage them, and this stuff is not engaging. They 
have a belief that it won’t happen to them, oh only idiots don’t get paid, there is this real almost 
arrogance.…our kids will engage with online things. As much as that drives me nuts, it’s the thing 
that works for them, if they could engage in something that is pre-packaged (female teacher, 
metropolitan). 
 
Videos or interactive websites, work well with the students, I think kids want to engage in 
websites, where they can navigate and get answers to their questions…. I think giving the students 
starting points and then accessing the information that they wanted from there is a good idea, 
rather than the standard worksheet and read the article and answer the questions (female teacher, 
metropolitan).  
 
Create a workbook and you pick and choose what you want out of it. It is really what the school 
culture wants, I will let them work out what they want to do and be part of that agenda’ (female 
teacher, rural). 
 
Teachers’ suggestions reflected the broader concerns that maintaining currency in terms of employment 
relations knowledge was difficult, and that teachers lacked competency in time in developing their own 
40 
 
materials. As such, many cited web-based learning activities, such as Safety Sense, an online assessable 
activity on workplace health and safety as an exemplar (Department of Industrial Relations, 2005). 
 
The interviews with teachers confirmed research which has reported that young people are unlikely to 
seek redress in terms of workplace inequities and are reticent to ask about their entitlements (ALRC, 
1997). One commented: 
Everyone says get onto Wageline, but….our kids don’t phone, they use the internet, because 
talking to somebody makes you sound stupid, because you don’t know what you are asking. Even 
here [in career guidance office], that’s the thing they want me to talk them through, and they will 
say can you ring them and ask. No I will write out what you have to say, but I’m not going to ring 
for you. The girls will talk non stop, they will talk under water, but they won’t ring someone like 
that and ask the question (female teacher, metropolitan).  
This contention was broadly supported by students’ own responses in the focus groups. 
 
Based on the survey findings outlined earlier, young people seek information about employment from 
their parents, prior to turning to the internet and then to their teachers. It is therefore vitally important that 
all parties have access to current, easy to understand information about employment relations. An 
appropriate location for this information in a federal system is the DEEWR website, or a website with an 
easy to remember address.  
I believe it is better if it is embedded, you embed it and you contextualise it. Maybe it is the maths 
teacher in me, but I believe that is what they. ……… but I believe you name it, we are going to do 
work education today, this is the website you need to remember. Worked.com.au or whatever, so 
even if they don’t engage with it in that period of time, that sticker gets stuck in their planner and 
they can engage with it some other time (female teacher, metropolitan). 
Employment relations content in high school curriculum 
Given the students’ low levels of knowledge of employment relations issues and the issues raised by 
teachers, we examined where employment relations content appeared in the Queensland school 
curriculum. Employment relations or industrial relations content appears across the Queensland 
curriculum, although it features more heavily in the vocational courses.  Vocational Education and 
Training (VET) in schools can be offered as a Queensland Studies Authority VET subject, a ‘stand alone’ 
VET subject, via a school based apprenticeship or traineeship, or as a VET subject delivered by a 
registered training organisation (RTO), such as a TAFE college or private training provider. The VET 
curriculum was not investigated as part of this project.  
 
The Certificate 1 in Work Education, which many schools in our sample delivered (primarily for 
vocational stream students), contains two units of competence that relate to employment relations 
knowledge: one focuses on basic knowledge of workplace relations and another on health and safety 
(Department of Education and the Arts, Queensland, 2006). The competencies and performance criteria in 
the workplace relations unit focus on five key areas (see Appendix 2). The first aims to prepare students’ 
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awareness of their rights and responsibilities at work and those of their employers. The second aims to 
develop awareness of industrial relations arrangements, training contracts and workers’ compensation. 
The third centres on the role and function of trade unions, while the fourth and fifth aims cover anti-
discrimination, and harassment in the workplace. The competencies and performance criteria of the health 
and safety unit focus on three key areas: preparing to work safely; following workplace safety procedures 
and contributing to health and safety in the workplace. In addition, 92 schools in 2006 offered a Certificate 
1 in Work Readiness, which is targeted at preparing students with a major physical or intellectual learning 
impediment for the workplace. 
  
Employment relations content is included in a number of Queensland Studies Authority subjects at year 
11-12 level (Business Communication and Technology, Business Organisation and Management, 
Economics, Legal Studies and Social and Community Studies) and within the compulsory year 8-10 
subject, Studies of Society and Environment, and the voluntary subject, business education. Studies of 
Society and Environment, includes a learning area focussed on systems, resources and power which 
covers general aspects of citizenship. Employment relations content might be used as an example of 
power and resources, but this is dependent on teacher choice.  
 
In relation to year 11 and 12 authority subjects, these are all voluntary, so students at schools where the 
subjects are not offered, or those not undertaking these subjects, will not have access to the content. A 
number of teachers we interviewed commented on the fact that most mainstream academic students would 
be unlikely to receive any employment relations education.  
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THE VIEWS OF EMPLOYERS, EMPLOYER ASSOCIATIONS 
AND GOVERNMENT 
 
Background and Overview 
Interviews were undertaken with five senior human resource managers from large firms with a youth-
dominated employment model and representatives from five employer associations representing smaller 
employers in youth dominated industries (retail, cafes and restaurants, pharmacy and hotels and clubs) and 
we interviewed three government representatives responsible for compliance with the Child Employment 
legislation, workplace health and safety legislation, and children not engaged in mainstream education. 
Only responses from the representatives from health and safety and child employment are reported here. 
 
Where employers have been the focus of previous child work research, authors claim that student work 
can assist with the transition to employment and broaden children’s social experiences (Green, 1990; 
Smith and Green, 2001; Smith and Patton, 2009). These authors construct employers as ‘employee 
coaches’ (Bridges, 1994: 74), teaching young people ‘employability’ skills, cognizant of the risks 
associated with child employment and actively taking steps to reduce potential harm (Ruscoe, Morgan and 
Peebles, 1996; Smith and Patton, 2009). At the same time, however, employer’s construct children as 
lacking in discipline, work ethic and work appropriate communication skills (Zemsky, 1994; Smith and 
Patton, 2009) and not prepared to speak up about matters that concern them (ALRC, 1997), so employers 
are framed as the victims of children’s lack of acceptable work habits. Our employers echoed existing 
arguments about young employees.  
 
While regulatory intervention around young workers has existed since 1900 (Howatson, 1998: 58), in 
Queensland, as in other jurisdictions internationally, the degree of state involvement in regulating the 
employment of children has increased significantly in recent years (Newman, 2000; McKechnie and 
Hobbs, 1999). On 1 July 2006, new legislation, the Child Employment Act 2006, came into force in 
Queensland, sitting alongside broader legislative interventions targeted at all workers in the areas of 
industrial relations, anti-discrimination and health and safety. 
Vulnerability of youth 
Employers recognized that for many young people, they would be their first employer. In response, all had 
developed substantial induction and on-going training packages to counter the relative inexperience of 
young workers. Most employers saw themselves as ‘coaches’ with a responsibility to teach young people 
about work, as the quotation below illustrates: 
I think in terms of the benefits of young people, everyone has to start their work experience 
somewhere; there always has to be an entry level into the work force. If employers can provide an 
opportunity for young people to gain a discipline in relation to work, appropriate behaviour, 
basic skills, basic work ethic, an opportunity to work in a team based environment; these are 
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basic work skills that someone will take with them for the rest of their career. It is an ideal 
opportunity where young people can gain the basics (female, employer fast food).  
 
Young people’s lack of confidence in dealing with work-related problems themselves was apparent as 
interviewees volunteered numerous examples of parents acting as advocates for their working children on 
matters such as pay or shift changes. However, the involvement of parents in the employment relationship 
sometimes created difficulties for employers. As one commented: 
The parents sometimes make it a bigger issue because their child is an angel and doesn’t do 
anything wrong, exacerbating the situation and making it a bigger issue, where there might be a 
disciplinary problem with the person (female, employer association, retail).  
While admitting there was often a legitimate error, or a ‘cowboy manager’, employers also explained that 
sometimes parents have incorrect information and/or their child has behaved irresponsibly. This also 
raises questions about parent’s understanding of rights and responsibilities at work and thereby their 
capacity to protect their children.  
 
In addition, one employer association representative highlighted a lack of clarity in the child employment 
regulations regarding parental involvement. The legislation states that parental consent needs to be gained 
before appointment, and parents must be contacted if the child becomes ill at work, but it is silent on when 
to involve parents in any disciplinary action taken with child workers. This is an area that requires 
clarification in order to benefit employers, employees and their parents.  
 
One means of addressing the lack of knowledge of legal rights and responsibilities of both children and 
their parents was the unprompted suggestion made by three interviewees that young workers should ‘join 
a union’ in order to become better informed about their wages and working conditions as well as their 
general rights and responsibilities. Given employers’ historical propensity to avoid union influence, these 
statements were surprising and potentially indicative of low levels of understanding of employee rights 
and responsibilities in the broader community, but this would require further investigation.  
Youth rates 
All employers interviewed either stated, or inferred, that the existence of youth rates influenced their 
decision to recruit young workers. They admitted that they and their industry did not pay well: 
I think with our salary as well, we pay retail salary, so often a younger person is more, um, an 
older person would demand a higher salary. Um, the hourly rate that we pay would be more 
attractive to a younger person than it would be to an older person (female, employer, retail).  
 
I think it is a bit of a shock when they come into the industry, that the pay rate is what it is (male, 
employer association, retail). 
 
Paying young people less was justified in various ways. Most highlighted young people’s lack of 
experience in the workforce and their belief that employers needed to educate young people about safe 
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and appropriate workplace behaviour. The view was that young people were more labour intensive to 
employ as they required more training. While a fifteen year old receives around 50% of an adult wage, 
and hence an employer can employ two young people for the price of one adult, some interviewees 
asserted that two young people were not necessarily as productive as one older person, primarily due to 
young people’s unreliability. 
Youth as unreliable 
All employers cited instances of young people’s lack of reliability and work ethic. At the same time some 
young people were highly regarded as employees. Here, the nature of the sample, HR managers and 
industrial officers in employer associations, influenced our findings. The HR managers themselves 
acknowledged this: 
I only usually hear about the bad stories, no one rings me when they have got a great 15 year old 
who is always there on time, who is polite, I only ever hear about the ones who shows up late, 
smokes in their uniform, is rude to customers (female, employer association, retail). 
 
In most instances, HR managers only become involved when others within the organization required 
assistance to deal with a situation. Examples cited of young people’s unreliability extended across a range 
of areas: failing to arrive at work and/or call in sick, leaving a job without informing their employer; 
refusing to perform certain tasks. The majority of employers saw young people’s attitudes as indicative of 
broader societal influences: 
There is an attitude, and it is amongst employees in general as well, but it is more noticeable 
amongst the current generation where the employers have to do everything. I couldn’t get to work 
because the river was flooded, therefore it is the employer’s responsibility to pay my wages for 
that day. I don’t think that is the education system. I think that is a generational thing, and it 
comes from the nurture. It is about the values that our society is teaching (female, employer 
association, retail). 
 
Other employers were a little more realistic in their expectations of young workers. One reflected, for 
example, 
Kids are no different to what we were at that age; it is just a different world to live in (male, 
employer association, hospitality). 
The conditions of the labour market at the time the research was conducted clearly influenced young 
workers’ behavior and employers’ perspectives. All of the employers explained that it was difficult to 
attract and retain staff in the existing economic climate.  
 
There was conflicting evidence, however, on whether employers would continue to target youth as 
potential employees. One claimed: 
I know one of the newsagents has now stopped employing juniors for the simple reason they 
weren’t getting any results. They were unreliable (female, employer association, rural). 
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At the same time, another fast food employer was investing considerable resources in attracting more 
young workers. This employer had contracted a research company to investigate what attracted young 
people to work, and as a result: 
What we have engaged in the last 12-15 months has been a very professional branding campaign, 
the underpinning research is the premise of why young people wish to work which is to do with 
money, social, then skills (female, employer, fast food). 
 
In this case, the costs of dealing with young workers were outweighed by the benefits of an inexpensive 
workforce available at key times of the day and for short shifts. 
The impact of child employment legislation 
Employers were cognizant of the morass of legislative and regulatory instruments governing the 
employment of children. This was made apparent when one of our employer interview respondents 
expressed exasperation at the ‘15 pieces of legislation that impact on employment of young people within 
the fast food or quick service industry in Queensland’. Legislative interventions range from child specific 
regulatory instruments, such as the Child Employment Act 2006 (Qld), to broader legislative interventions 
restricting the sale of goods and protections targeted at all workers, such as anti-discrimination and health 
and safety legislation.  
 
Legislative interventions also interact with regulatory instruments setting wages and working conditions. 
It is common for regulatory instruments to stipulate which tasks particular types of workers can and 
cannot perform. For example, the hospitality award – an industry based regulatory instrument that sets 
wages and working conditions for the accommodation, hotel and café industry -  provides a definition of a 
liquor service employee which ‘restricts under 18s from being behind the bar, so they can [only] work as 
waitresses and clearing tables’). The award also restricts work in hotels, bars and bottle shops (sale of take 
home alcohol) to those over 18 years of age – a point made by four of the employers. Here there is an 
overlap between the legislation limiting the sale of alcohol to those 18 years and over and regulatory 
instruments restricting the service of alcohol to those 18 and over. The Queensland Liquor Act 1992 
requires service employees to ask customers for age identification and to refuse service if the customer is 
under age, or shows signs of intoxication. Significant fines apply for both the individual service worker 
who sold the alcohol to a minor and for their employer. One of the major retail employers framed the 
restrictions on the sale of alcohol to those over 18 years of age as a ‘best practice’ issue. 
We would prefer that people serving alcohol in our hotels have the maturity and responsibility for 
asking people for identification, and generally people under 18 wouldn’t have that ability, 
maturity, experience, yeah (female, employer, retail food).  
 
Implicit in this retailer’s framing of alcohol service as a job for mature and responsible employees is a 
desire to protect the organization from penalties under the legislation for sales to underage or intoxicated 
customers.  
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During interviews several employers reflected on their initial fear at legislative changes which limited the 
number of hours and the times that children may work. Their initial perception was that the legislation 
would prove onerous and restrict their freedom to utilise their child workers. This proved true to the extent 
that it was necessary to recruit more young workers in order to comply with the legislation. Yet, with 
hindsight, one of the HR managers noted that the legislation had assisted in changing the rostering and 
recruitment norms of managers, so that they no longer recruited only those children available every day 
after school and all weekend. It has also limited the practice of favoured child workers being given 
extensive working hours. By the time interviews took place, eighteen months after the legislation was 
introduced, two employers had come to see the legislation as a largely positive measure. In contrast, one 
employer had ‘already been prosecuted’ and still found the legislation difficult in terms of compliance.   
 
Child employment legislation changed the norm around the appropriate age for children to start working. 
Prior to the Child Employment Act, Queensland had no legislated minimum working age for young 
people. Without a legislated minimum, larger employers had informally adopted the norm of 14 years and 
9 months as the minimum age for recruitment, and three of our employers still retained this starting age. 
Two of our interviewees noted that employment practices had changed after the legislation was 
introduced, and as such the legislation was creating a new norm. On one level, this could be seen as a 
response to legislative change. Alternatively, it could also be seen as a response to a tight labour market. 
The extreme labour shortages being experienced when this research was conducted – lowest youth 
unemployment in 20 years (FYA, 2008) – meant that many fast food employers were hiring at 13.Of the 
employers we interviewed, only one had relaxed the cultural norm and in response asserted:   
(We) had to culturally educate people around ‘this is the legal age’, and it is not about an 
unwritten rule around 15 years is mature enough, it is about whether that is the best person for 
the job we have got, and if that 13 year old girl for the checkouts is the best person for that job, go 
ahead and put her on (female, employer, retail food). 
 
Legally stipulating a minimum working age may result in unintended consequences. For example, 
formally legislating 13 years of age as the minimum working age potentially increases the number of 
younger children in employment. As younger children are at greater risk, this increases the potential for 
detrimental effects. Additionally, any rise in the number of 13 and 14 year old children working will not 
be captured in labour force statistics, as only those 15 years and older are included (ABS, 2010). This is an 
area where further research will be required to ascertain changes in employer recruitment practices over 
time. 
 
The legislation also stipulates that children should not work while they are supposed to be in school. This 
has introduced employers to the myriad of different schooling arrangements which raised comment in 
interviews. One noted:  
The number of school arrangements in Queensland just blows my mind, we have home schooling, 
we have combined through TAFE [technical and further education colleges] and secondary 
school, we have different age groups in different years, we have different schools with different 
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holidays which is different to a non school week from a payroll perspective (female, employer, 
fast food).  
 
Since employers are responsible for ensuring that children are not at work while they are supposed to be 
attending school, it is incumbent on employers to discover which schooling arrangements pertain to each 
individual child in order to comply with the legislation.  
The risks for young people 
Consistent with the literature (Mayhew and Quinlan, 2002), young people were identified by government 
representatives as being at greater risk of injury in the workplace, than other members of the working 
community.  
Young people’s greater propensity to be injured at work was attributed to a range of factors as one 
interviewee explained: 
the combination of the zealousness of youth combined with inexperience, and I think for many of 
them it is a kind of mindset, where they don’t question what they are being told to do and they go 
off – in terms of the safety dimension it is not having the knowledge and experience to say hey 
hang on you are asking me to do something that I don’t think is quite safe. I think it is probably 
those three factors, the lack of experience and kind of unwillingness if you like to question or 
challenge. Plus I think too there is this greater sense of invulnerability with young people, 
unfortunately (male, government, health and safety). 
 
As the interviewee enumerated the factors that may result in high rates of work-place injury amongst 
young workers he explained that his department had developed a program whereby it actively audits 
‘workplaces where they typically employ young people and have that focus.’  
Compliance with legislation 
The government representatives responsible for child employment noted that employers in general were 
adapting well to the legislation and that the department’s workplace audits of over 2,500 employers of 
children under 16 years of age from July 2007 to June 2008 had found 93 per cent compliance with 
restrictions on working hours. He commented: 
The parental consent form, 63% complied. I suppose that has to be looked at in context, and the 
context being that our inspectors look for a consent form to be filled out correctly in every detail 
and they are complex forms, and in some cases the parent may not have filled it out properly, so 
that is a little bit misleading, that 63% so in context that is a fairly good result. The safeguard 
issues such as appropriate training given to the children; that was 97% compliant. Supervision of 
children, 96%, harassment free workplaces was 100% (male, government, compliance). 
While these statistics are problematic, in that it is difficult to comprehend that an inspector can accurately 
ascertain that a workplace is harassment free or that children are appropriately supervised at all times from 
a one-off compliance audit, even if the inspector does speak to the child workers, they do imply that the 
legislative message has shaped the practices of larger, and potentially more responsible employers. This 
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may be due to the sizeable penalties applied to employers for breaches of the child employment 
legislation.  
 
The legislation places employers in an invidious position in that parents may not provide accurate 
information about their children’s employment. For example, our interviews with school children (see 
Survey and Focus Group findings), revealed that a number of young people were employed in two jobs, 
both for less than 12 hours a week. In these instances, the child’s parent would have had to consent to their 
child working two jobs. Parents are required to disclose whether the child holds other paid employment on 
the parental consent form, but clearly some parents do not. Thus, employers are not necessarily conversant 
with children’s total working hours.  
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THE VIEWS OF UNION OFFICIALS  
 
Background and Overview 
In 2008, Paul Howes, the ‘20-something’ national secretary of the Australian Workers Union’ was 
reported to be ‘rather sceptical’ about unions devising specific programs to target young people:   
You look back over those initiatives and resolutions at ACTU executives and congresses, setting 
up youth union committees.  Because of my age, I have normally had to be involved in these 
things.  That can be tedious and, quite frankly, I think a waste of time. Our union has no program 
to target young people specifically to join the union.  What we will do is continue to organise 
industries and organise and recruit workers unto unions regardless of their age. […].  I don’t 
think you can adopt some kind of one-size fits-all approach to try and organise these sectors 
based solely on age. 
 
On the other hand, Danielle Archer, coordinator of the Victorian Trades Hall’s Young Unionists Network, 
expressed a very different view, that unions could organise based on the social identities of workers rather 
than their industries or occupations: 
I think we need to see a new form of union spring up.  The young person’s union.  The casual 
workers union.  The single mothers union.  Unions which are equipped with information, the 
legislation, the skills and resources to organise around issues facing different social groups. 
(Hannan, 2008). 
 
The labour movement is potentially very significant in protecting young workers. How unions recruit, 
organise and service young people is therefore a key issue for unions’ future especially if, as Visser (2002: 
416) argues, ‘people join the union within the first few years following their entry into the labour market, 
or they do not’ - a finding supported by Budd’s recent research (2009).  There is thus a strong imperative 
for unions to unionise young workers in their first job, and devise ways of ‘tracking’ members as they 
move jobs and industries in a post-industrial environment – Kochan’s (2005) ‘life cycle’ strategy – which 
is complicated by unions’ constitutional rules and other factors. 
 
Views vary on how young people should be recruited, organised and serviced. One school of thought 
emphasises that the key is an intensive focus on effective workplace organising, in which young workers 
are seen as no different from others, exemplified by Paul Howe’s views.  However, this view neglects to 
acknowledge that while unions provide a mix of services, organise campaigns on wages and non-wages 
issues and provide ‘non industrial benefits’ for members, the movement as a whole lobbies government to 
provide legislation that protects workers, and projects an image to the general public (including youth). 
Archer’s perspective suggests a very different kind of structure, ideology and focus for the union 
movement than the current arrangements.  A third perspective recognises the importance of both ‘good 
organising’ and the social identity of young workers (much as unions have come to terms – in many cases 
–with ‘gender’ as a salient social identity of workers).  An emphasis on social identity includes such issues 
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as (a) an explicit policy focus – and strategy – on youth at ACTU and state peak council level, as well as 
in individual unions which have significant potential youth membership; (b) ensuring the messages given 
by union media – websites, journals, television advertisements etc – are ‘youth friendly’; and (c) specific 
industrial campaigns that address young people’s needs (for instance, youth wages).   
 
The nature of youth employment has changed, which poses challenges for unions.  As emphasised earlier 
in this report, three quarters of Australian high school students now perform paid work in the formal 
sector for some period (Smith and Wilson, 2002: 122), which is a dramatic increase over previous 
decades.  In addition, while once the typical ‘young worker’ would have been a teenage fitting apprentice 
in a stable job, now that person would be a part-time, casual retail worker or waiter who is also studying 
full time.  
 
Compared to adults, Australian and UK youth are only half as likely to be union members, and in North 
America young people are even less likely to be unionised as adults (Bryson et al., 2005; ABS, 2000; see 
Table 1). Hence, Australian’s youth union membership vis a vis adult membership is not worse than other 
countries, and is slightly better than some. 
 
Table l: Union Density in Australia, UK, Canada and US by Age, 2000* 
Australia UK Canada US  
All employees 24.7 33.0 30.4 13.5 
Adults (25+) 27.3 37.0 35.5 15.9 
Youth (16-24) 14.7 19.0 12.6   5.0 
Adult-Youth Gap 12.6 18.0 22.9 10.9 
(Source: Bryson et al., 2002; ABS 6310.0 [Australia]) *Canadian, US and Australian figures 2000, UK 
1998 
 
There is a contradiction here. The rate of decline in union density has been steeper in Australia for youth 
than for adults; union density for adults halved from 1992-2007, but youth density plummeted from 28.3 
per cent to 10.0 per cent over the same period (ABS, 2000).  At the same time, research shows that young 
people are potentially as favourable towards unions as older workers, if not more so.  Researchers have 
found that in Canada, the United States and the United Kingdom, potential levels of union density are 
about 50 per cent for both young people and adults (Bryson et al., 2005) and, indeed, a recent Australian 
study shows that the potential for recruitment in non-union workplaces is significantly higher for those 
under 25; 50 per cent of such workers, in contrast to around 30 per cent of workers aged 45 and over, were 
‘fairly’ or ‘very’ likely to join a union if asked (Pyman, Teicher, Cooper and Holland, 2009; see also 
Bearfield, 2003; Haynes, Vowles and Boxall, 2005). The ‘age first asked to join a union’ is important: 
recent research using longitudinal data has shown that in the US, at least, of those workers unionised by 
their early forties, half had first been unionised by the age of 23 (Budd, 2009).  These findings may be 
something of a surprise, as popular thinking suggests young people are less collectively minded than older 
adults about a whole range of issues (Huntley, 2006; O’Bannon, 2001) and recent research shows that 
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high school students think that they do not need unions and at times express negative views about them 
(Bulbeck, 2008). The weight of evidence, however, is that young people are as – or more – positively 
disposed to unions per se than are older people, and that potential members’ first few years in the 
workforce are the most crucial period for unions to recruit.  
 
As part of this project, interviews were conducted with 16 representatives from 12 unions with young 
membership.  Few of the unions have school-aged workers; only the SDA has a significant number of 
young workers (around 50% of its membership are under 25). The Liquor, Hospitality and Miscellaneous 
Workers Union (LHMU) is the only other union to have school-aged members (but in much lower 
numbers than the SDA). However, we decided to interview amongst a broader spread of unions to gather 
more data.  So we included unions with smallish, but not negligible, numbers of young professional, white 
collar members (for the most part, university graduates); namely the Queensland Independent Education 
Union (QIEU), the Association of Professional Engineers, Scientists and Managers of Australia 
(APESMA), the Queensland Nurses Union (QNU) and the Media, Entertainment and Arts Alliance 
(MEAA). We also interviewed in several blue collar unions.  We interviewed union officials of various 
ages, with the majority being 35 or younger. In some cases, two or three individuals from the same union 
were interviewed, in order to capture a range of perspectives and experiences. 
Constructing the ‘problem’ of youth membership 
All officials agreed that recruiting young people to the movement was an important issue. Indeed, it is fair 
to say that many respondents were passionate about the issue.  All described the youth recruitment 
problem as a complex one, affected both by factors external to the union movement, and to issues within 
its control. 
 
External factors 
Of ‘external’ factors, ideas about the ‘individualistic’ nature of ‘Gen Y’ (and more recent ‘generations’) 
were frequently offered as explanations of the ‘problem’ of youth recruitment.  Typical of the views was 
one organiser, who noted the tendency for tertiary educated youth to have the view that unions are ‘great’ 
but that ‘I can do it for myself’ (Services/professional union).  Another said ‘young people of Generation 
Y need to take on board the fact that collectively you can achieve a lot more than as one individual’ 
(Services/professional union).  Respondents also noted that in contrast to earlier generations, where young 
people had at least one family member who was a union member, ‘union culture’ was no longer passed on 
in families (senior officer, state peak body).  So there was, in the view of union officials, less 
intergenerational transfer of a positive union orientation, which was a significant societal factor impeding 
recruitment of young people. 
 
Relatedly, union staff often expressed the view that young people, particularly those in casual jobs, are 
more inclined to walk away from a workplace problem rather than staying to ‘fight’ the problem.  In other 
words, the prevalence of casual work (combined with, at the time of the interviews, a particularly buoyant 
labour market) influenced young workers’ union-joining behaviour.  Perhaps not surprisingly, trade union 
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officials echoed the same stories told by NGOs and teachers about young people being vulnerable at work, 
arguing that this was compounded by young people’s lack of confidence in pursuing their interests: 
They might not stick up for themselves as much, and I guess the way that people get bullied and 
harassed at work is that they don’t have a sense of empowerment.  They don’t know what to do 
because they don’t know what legal options, not legal options, their options at work, I guess. I 
don’t want to make it sound like you’re going to court or anything, but I think that’s the sorts of 
issues that they would really have, and just not really knowing their rights just in general.  (Blue 
collar union).  
 
Another common  theme that emerged from the data was young people’s lack of understanding of the role 
of a trade union, particularly a common view amongst young people (according to officials) that unions 
are a historical rather than a contemporary phenomenon, and thus are for a previous time and previous 
generations, as these two quotes illustrate: 
Basically, their attitude is generally one of apathy, they have never really, I suppose if we are 
talking about the 16-22 year olds. Over the past fifteen years or so no one has really had to 
struggle for anything, a lot of it was set up in the 70’s, annual leave, and 38 hour week came in 
around 1980, so they have had a progression where their parents might have done the yards, or 
their grandparents, but they haven’t had to. (Blue collar union).  
 
I think one of the main reasons is because of the demographic of unions now.  Unions are seen as 
something that old people do and not relevant to young people.  Seen as something their parents 
or their grandparents do.  (Blue collar union).     
 
Officials mentioned industrial relations legislation that they identified as anti-union, but only in the 
context of such legislation affecting organising amongst all workers, not simply young people. 
 
Internal barriers 
Interviewees were by no means complacent about the issue of youth recruitment.    Union staff almost 
invariably agreed that individual unions and the labour movement as a whole could ‘do better’ regarding 
youth recruitment, notwithstanding the external constraints described above.  Respondents said that while 
there were some interesting strategies emerging across the movement, unions themselves had generally 
failed to excite young people about union membership.  In addition, resources were a particularly 
significant factor.  Simply keeping up with day-to-day organising was a challenge for most organisers, 
without ‘adding on’ an additional dimension of reaching young people. 
 
Interviewees agreed that the nature of the union ‘brand’ or image was complex and so difficult to project.  
Younger interviewees, in particular, commented that the emphasis on ‘working families’ in the Your 
Rights@Work campaign was alienating for young people (and that in any case this undoubtedly 
successful campaign emphasised political change rather than union membership) and one commented that 
Labour Day was not ‘youth friendly’.  They also argued that it was difficult to develop an ‘organising 
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approach’ specifically with young people: the aforementioned issues of casual work and the marginal 
attachment to their jobs by young people in full time study militated against any easy solution to 
organising young casuals in particular.  Finally, interviewees were in general skeptical about the 
usefulness of ancillary benefits in attracting young members, in that they distracted from core union 
messages; only one union saw that it was part of their obligation to low-waged workers to supply textbook 
vouchers, cheaper tickets to leisure functions and the like. 
 
Websites and unions’ general use of technology came in for much criticism internally; one young officer 
noted: 
At the moment it’s just log in for the information. There’s nothing that’s visually attractive about 
it. I log into it every day and I have to consciously read through it. Nothing ever jumps out at me 
because it always looks the same. (Services/professional union).  
A number of union officials noted the lack of responsiveness of unions to the informational and 
presentation needs of younger people: 
I still don’t think [unions] have got it. I still don’t think that the union movement is running in the 
same circles as Generation Y. I don’t think that they take advantage of the technology as much as 
they should. (Services/professional union).  
Another concurred that their union’s website was ‘good informationally’ but ‘presentation-wise it is pretty 
bad; most of it’s been built upon over the years, so it really needs to be completely unwound and put back 
together again’. Our interviewees felt there was a need for ‘write capable’ websites where members can 
engage with each other and with union officials: 
You can read information, and you respond. Being an activist union and the kind of stuff we do, 
that’s what we want. We want people responding and participating. We need to know what people 
think, not just be able to tell them what we think. And there’s a lot of ways to do that. I know 
we’ve been using the email more. We’ve been using the internet more. […] For a lot of people 
these days, and it’s surprising me the number of old people to whom this applies, if it’s not on 
Google, it doesn’t exist. (Services/professional union). 
Most interviewees felt that there was a need for: 
Lots of really good visual things. Lots of updated information about what we’re doing – where 
we’re focusing on young people. I would like to see a specific section in the website for young 
people. We have a section on youth, but it’s really terrible. (Services/professional union). 
Current union strategies  
Union representatives provided examples of strategies used to engage young people, including very low or 
no fees for a set period: 
So they see that and realise, and what we have done for first and second year apprentices, 
because basically they earn next to nothing, first and second year under the age of 21, their union 
fees don’t cost them a cracker, it’s free, we are about the only ones that do it. Some of these kids 
might be on $6-10 per hour, we are not going to take money out of their pockets, and then for the 
third and fourth years, I think at the moment about $3.10 a week. (Blue collar union).  
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However, in some cases the apprentices’ fee was a flat rate, which meant that the savings were much 
higher for later-year apprentices than first year apprentices, which appears to hinder the goal of attracting 
new workplace entrants. 
 
White (and sometimes ‘pink’) collar unions with potential TAFE or university student members had a 
range of strategies to attract their target group.  The two principal strategies were (1) attending 
university/TAFE professional days (usually those specific to a particular profession) or final-year classes; 
and (2) free or very low cost membership for students (perhaps focusing on services that are cheaper to 
provide and thus easier for unions to provide; and clearly students do not factor as a ‘workplace 
organising/servicing cost’ for unions as they do not present with problems). 
 
While websites came in for considerable criticism from respondents, on the positive side there were such 
resources as one union’s online contract builder, an impressive service to young graduates and near-
graduates in the diverse industries and occupations covered by the union.  The students paid $5 a month as 
associate members to access this and some other services. The service is integrated with the union’s 
organising philosophy; the interviewee would advise student (and other) members: 
‘We’ve got this part of our website. You should go in, do your research first, then we can have a 
conversation with you’. It’s about empowering somebody to help themselves, and then giving the 
follow-up assistance. When someone can actually start researching [for] themselves, they’re more 
likely to be satisfied. (Services/professional union). 
In the case of another union, a chat room on the union website is being used to organise one section of the 
membership (some of whom are not young), which is rather dispersed geographically and, to boot, had 
developed a lack of trust in the union. A few unions text-message their members on campaigning issues; 
for instance, to advise members of enterprise bargaining rallies and meetings. One union had a ‘Facebook’ 
site.  Innovative use of technology was very rare, however; these examples were in the minority. 
 
A number of trade unions leverage collaborative relationships with schools and universities to inform 
young people about the benefits of union membership. This is easiest in the professional areas, as students 
are soon to be employed in their vocation and university staff are usually accommodating (although it can 
be difficult for union staff to find the right staff with whom to make contact).  As one representative 
explained: 
What we also have been doing and I’ve been involved in even last week, I was out at Bremer 
TAFE, they have a careers day so we have been getting in touch with all the TAFEs and putting 
stalls into the career day just to assist young people, and talk them through apprenticeships and 
processes like that. Actually getting one, what to do when you get one, what not to do. (Blue collar 
union). 
 
 
55 
 
There was also some discussion of like-with-like recruiting and the issue of union democracy and young 
people.  Respondents could cite very few instances of honorary officials less than 30 years of age, 
although several said their unions recruited full-time officials across the age ranges, with a focus on 
ensuring at least some young organisers were hired.  However, except in retailing and some areas of 
hospitality, young workers were rarely concentrated in one place, so a ‘youth focused’ recruitment 
strategy was difficult for most unions.  
 
Some informants were somewhat discouraged by trying to establish the Young Unionists Movement 
(YUM) in Queensland with no resources.  Their efforts eventually wore out those few young officials 
involved, who had pursued various initiatives such as setting up Facebook and MySpace pages, and 
helping organise the ‘Rock for your Rights’ concert as part of the Your Rights@Work campaign.  
However, since the time of the interviews, interest has continued and there is undoubtedly enthusiasm 
amongst younger union officials and other supporters to keep some kind of network going, and to 
influence labour movement policy and resource allocation. 
 
Discussion 
Other research, as well as our own, indicates that young people have as much (or more) ‘union sympathy’ 
than older workers. This is worth emphasising, as many union respondents appeared quite pessimistic 
about young people’s propensity to join unions. 
 
However, the process of union joining is not simple.  In terms of the ‘stages’ in which people make 
decision about such issues, there are various times where the joining decision can come unstuck: 
awareness of unions is low, hence young people form only limited (or often no) opinions and attitudes 
about unions (as opposed to negative attitudes, which are infrequent), and so behavioural action – that is, 
actually joining a union and then remaining a member – is less likely (see Rowley, 2001 for a discussion 
of this cycle in a different context). 
 
To address the problem of firstly, low awareness; secondly, limited or no opinions; and thirdly no 
behavioural change, unionism can be viewed as an ‘experience good’ (Gomez, Gunderson and Meltz, 
2004). An experience good is physically intangible, and must be ‘sampled’ in some way before the 
potential consumer understands its benefits (Nelson, 1970).  Thus the importance of the ‘social custom’ 
effect (Visser, 2002) noted by officials that family experience of unionism creates more of an ‘appetite’ 
for unionism, and thus diminishing union density becomes increasingly entrenched as there are fewer role 
models in young people’s immediate family circle. 
 
Many of the innovative strategies used by unions to attract young people tap into the ‘experience good’ 
concept. Free or low cost membership (and associated strategies to promote the union) aimed at young 
workers or students (perhaps with limited service provision) intervenes in the awareness and decision-
making stages, provided that ‘student’ and other low-cost members are followed up once they are in 
employment and/or their associate membership has expired.   The use of technology to deliver services 
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(such as websites and particularly those that deliver an interactive,‘tech savvy’ service such as the contract 
builder) enables unions to reduce the intangibility of the union service, by delivering a physical, albeit 
virtual, presence that educates and informs the potential customer about the nature of the service to be 
delivered (see Fiorito and Royle, 2005). This is critical given that previous research has demonstrated 
access union websites or chat rooms (Dalling 2000, cited in Fiorito, Jarley and Delaney, 2002, 630). While 
research about like-with-like organising is limited, there is some evidence of innovation overseas in this 
area (see Heery et al., 2000, which in part describes youth recruitment strategies in the UK 
telecommunications industry). 
 
In sum, based on this data from union officials, unions need to adopt the communication technologies 
used by young people, differentiate by price and service product to meet youth-specific needs with an 
emphasis on positive, low-cost ‘sampling’ experiences (without encouraging too heavily the ‘free rider’ 
phenomenon), and communicate using language, visuals and messages that resonate with young people.  
The ‘movement within a movement’ that is being generated by young officials deserves serious 
consideration (and resourcing) by unions, since it represents a grass-roots strategy within unions 
themselves to create awareness and cultural change regarding a voice for younger people within the labour 
moment. 
 
Besides engaging in organising and servicing young workers, unions engage in social marketing by 
increasing awareness of employees’ rights at work and the benefits of collective action in a very broad 
sense. They speak not just on behalf of their members, but on behalf of an imprecisely defined, much 
larger group of workers, many of whom are non- (but potential) members. Unions’ social marketing task 
is made harder because many benefits won by union action have been institutionalised in legislation and 
the struggles to achieve them erased from communal memory.  While our study did not specifically 
examine the social marketing role of unions, not initiatives such as the ACTU’s ‘Worksite’ for young 
people (and some individual unions’ webpages for youth) it would form an interesting topic for further 
research: for instance, how do young people respond to the content and layout of union websites and 
journals?  How could they be improved? 
 
From unions’ perspective, there is an urgent need to both recruit and ‘rust on’ young workers, in the words 
of one interviewee. Research shows that young people have a higher sympathy for unions than many 
union officials give them credit for. All importantly, of course, promoting awareness of unions is not 
simply a task for unions themselves: other mechanisms (via schools and universities, for example) are 
needed to increase young people’s awareness of the role of trade unions in society. 
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VIEWS OF NON-GOVERNMENT ORGANISATIONS 
 
We interviewed five representatives from non-government organisations with an interest in children’s 
employment: Young Workers’ Advisory Service, Young Christian Workers Association, Job Watch 
Victoria and the Dusseldorp Skills Forum. 
 
The NGOs were probably the group most likely to come into contact with young people who had 
experienced problems within the workforce. They shared anecdotes of young people at work being 
disadvantaged by a lack of knowledge and confidence as well as by broader power differentials between 
employers and employees. Two interviewees stated:  
 
Most vulnerable groups – trying to enter labour market; not confident; not self assured to go to 
their employers and have queries; occupational and health and safety issues; not properly 
trained; reluctant to go to employer and say I don’t feel quite safe, can you show me again what 
to do (JobWatch). 
 
And that is why when they say oh you know the employment market is great, there are lots of jobs, 
young people can negotiate their contract, well they can’t, because they don’t know what they are 
negotiating, and they are too scared (Young Christian Workers Association). 
 
A common theme from the NGO interviews was the reluctance of young people to seek advice, largely 
because young people feel that their job may be threatened if they do. Evidence from the focus groups 
with young people support the validity of this fear (see Chapter x).. NGO representatives felt that young 
people don’t want to ‘rock the boat’, as a result a high percentage of their callers are parents ringing on 
behalf of young people. This is consistent with the employer and employer association responses (see 
vulnerability section on page 43). 
 
NGO representatives had various ideas when asked about where to locate employment relations in an 
already overcrowded curriculum. They suggested that disciplinary areas from history and politics to health 
and education could be used as a conduit to further workplace knowledge. Victorian participants drew 
attention to the role of Structured Workplace Learning (SWL) which is on-the-job training during which a 
student is expected to master a number of competencies or skills accredited by the Victorian 
Qualifications Authority (VQA). One interviewee explained: 
 
Structured workplace learning could be a component, before kids go into the workplace as part of 
their SWL experience, that there is information and understanding about that, and then that needs 
to be debriefed when the kids go back into school, where what was that experience like, how does 
that transfer into a part time job, that sort of thing happening, so creatively building a stronger 
sense, you are not just a student here, but we recognise that you are out there in the workplace, 
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and I think that schools can be that bridge for employers and use that part time work productively 
as a learning experience. In Victoria, about two-thirds of kids do SWL at some point (structured 
workplace learning) (Dusseldorf Skills Forum Victoria).  
This is in contrast to Queensland where work experience was something that only some schools offered.  
 
Numerous suggestions were made as to where employment relations could be provided to young people. 
Key themes in responses including utilising spaces where young people already congregate (e.g. 
advertising in youth culture magazines), ensuring interactivity, involving parents, engaging mentors and 
developing a ‘one-stop-shop’ website where young people could elicit information about entitlements and 
rights. Already, many dissemination methods are being used by the NGO groups themselves as an 
interviewee from the Young Christian Workers’ Association explained: 
. ...we have got MySpace, they just keep putting all the advertisements, and keeping a live loop, 
there are about three or four Facebook groups. All the members have got all their friends, so you 
put up a poster of an event, and it just gets posted, and you post it, for me, I post it to all the 
YWCA members, and then they post it to their friends etc. We’ve got an event coming up in the 
city, and it went out to thousands without us really trying and then all the rsvps are coming in.  
 
The potential use of more innovative strategies for information circulation was, however, limited 
according to interviewees by budgetary constraints: 
...so we just don’t have the funds to get an ad in the Beat magazine – if had funds would try and 
target some of the media that young people read. There are particular magazines, things like 
public transport on trains, paid advertising at particular times where young people would be 
watching (JobWatch). 
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
1. National child employment legislation (with an auditing function as in Qld) would be useful in 
maintaining/improving terms and conditions of employment for very young workers and ensuring 
clarity and consistency, particularly for national employers, given the trends in other areas of IR-
associated law. 
2. Child employment legislation should stipulate if and when a child’s parents should become 
involved in performance management or other issues. 
3. Young workers should be given written information at the start of their employment – wages, 
entitlement to overtime, sick leave, hours of work, notice of work hours – and that summary 
information (regularly updated) should be available on employers’ noticeboards at all workplaces, 
and on the company’s website (where there is one).  
4. In a perfect world, it would be useful to include more ER information in schools’ general 
curriculum; recognising that there are difficulties with an overcrowded curriculum, changing IR 
context/legislation, and political sensitivities re ideological positions/differences. A kit and 
worksheet for students on school-organised, unpaid work experience – produced jointly by EQ, 
Catholic Education (and other interested non-government school systems) and other government 
authorities – with a focus on rights (including employment conditions) and responsibilities at 
work.  This would require the student to collect information from their work experience provider 
about a range of issues, to be discussed in class as part of the work experience ‘debriefing’.  
5. Most provisions of the legislation apply to 'school aged children' who are defined as those under 
16. However, many students in Year 11 and 12, the most common years when students work, are 
16 years or over and therefore have no particular special protections beyond what's afforded to 
them by general IR laws). This is an area requiring further attention, especially as Years 11 and 12 
often require intensive study effort and are critical to opportunities for post-school education. 
6. ‘Policing’ the 12-hour limit (per week in school terms for those under 16) needs to be maintained; 
it is currently up to parents to advise the second employer (when the parent signs the consent 
form) that the child already has an employer and what the child's hours are. Given the numbers of 
children working two jobs, this is an area that should be monitored. 
7. The minimum working age is 13 (except for voluntary or delivery work, or entertainment). Before 
the Act, there was not a minimum working age (although a rule of thumb adopted by many 
employers was 14 years and 9 months). The effect on numbers of younger working children – of 
whom there is a reasonable number, and it may increase – is unlikely to be picked up in ABS 
labour force statistics, as the labour force is defined as those 15-64 years. Efforts should be made 
to conduct child employment surveys (i.e. those 14 and under) regularly.  
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8. Some students are working long hours with implications for study obligations. The combination 
of school-based traineeships and other work, and the issue of multiple job-holding, requires 
monitoring. 
9. Not only should a full copy of the award/agreement be available in the workplace (which is 
required by law) but so too should a short, regularly updated summary of key monetary and non-
monetary conditions, and a list of sources of further information and redress.  This information 
should be also provided on the company’s website (where there is one). 
10. Resources developed to assist teachers and parents to negotiate the complexities of the 
employment relations environment. Web-based resources that are easy to update and maintain 
would the most appropriate medium. There is also a need for a practitioner handbook on young 
people and work to better inform teachers, parents and employers of the issues associated with 
young people working.  
11. Consideration given by individual unions and peak councils to developing a ‘youth policy’ which 
all-importantly leads to the provision of high-quality information on all union websites for young 
people, including examples of young people’s workplace problems (and their solution).  Fee 
structures for young workers should be reviewed (noting that unions do not want to encourage a 
widespread ‘free riding’) and other ways developed to make unionism something young student 
workers can ‘sample’ (e.g. by means of more information on union websites, interactive elements 
etc). 
12. Resources provided (or increased if already provided) for young activists working within unions 
and peak councils, for youth-related activities and networking. 
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Appendix 1  Relevant Awards  
Quick Service Food Outlets Award – State 
This award covers workers in McDonalds, Collins Restaurants (KFC), Sunstate Foods P/L and 
their franchisees. This award contains level 1, for employees with less than 15 weeks service who 
perform basic tasks under supervision and level 2, for employees with at least 15 weeks service 
who can competently perform designated functions. Under this award until 1 September 2008, a 
level 1 casual employee under 17 years should have received $9.40 per hour and those 17 and 
under 18 years $11.12 per hour. A level 2 casual employee under 17 years should have received 
$9.68 per hour. 
Retail Take-Away Food Award - South-Eastern Division  
This award covers all employees involved with the preparation and sale of meals, snacks and/or 
beverages which are sold to take away and specifically includes food outlets in food courts and 
Pizza Hut. Under this award until 1 September 2008, a casual introductory food and beverage 
attendant under 17 years should have received $9.40 per hour and those 17 years and under 18 
years $11.11 per hour. A grade 1 casual employee under 17 years should have received $9.55 per 
hour. This award also contains separate rates for those employed in soft drink shops, which 
include lower youth rates, so that a young person 15 years, but not yet 16 years of age, could be 
paid $6.36 per hour as a permanent employee, or $7.82 per hour as a casual. 
Fast Food Industry Award – South Eastern Division 
This award covers those employed by Hungry Jacks Qld, Red Rooster and Big Rooster, Chicken 
World, Dominos Pizza, Eagle Boys Dial-a-Pizza, Uncle Tony's Kebabs, Brodies and their 
franchises. After 1 October 2008, permanent junior level 1 employees under 17 years of age 
should have received $7.87 per hour, and casual juniors an additional 23 per cent, so $9.68 per 
hour. 
Restaurant, Catering and Allied Establishments Award - South-Eastern Division  
This award covers those employed in the hospitality industry. From 1 October 2008 casual 
introductory level junior employees in their first 3 months of employment should have received 
$9.68 per hour, and casual Grade 1 food and beverage attendants under 17 years of age, $9.83 per 
hour. 
Retail Industry Award –State 
This award covers those employed in the retail industry as shop assistants. Under this award from 
February 2009, permanent shop assistants under 16 years earn $7.14 per hour, with casuals on 
$8.78 per hour. For those 16 years of age and under 17 years of age, permanents employees earn 
$7.93 per hour and casuals $9.75 per hour. 
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Appendix 2  Relevant Curriculum 
 
The Certificate 1 in Work Education contains two units of competence that relate to employment relations 
knowledge:   
GENIWR101B: Develop basic knowledge of workplace relations 
GENOHS101B: Follow fundamental OHS policies and procedures 
 
Within the Certificate 1 in Work Education, the competencies and performance criteria for GENIWR101B 
are: 
GENIWR101B/01 
Identify the basic rights and responsibilities of an employer and employee 
1.1 Develop an awareness and understanding of the basic rights and responsibilities of 
employers and employees that apply to all workplaces. 
GENIWR101B/02 Acquire basic knowledge of industrial relations arrangements in the workplace 
2.1 Develop an awareness and understanding of types of paid employment that are offered 
in the workplace. 
2.2 Develop an awareness and understanding of the information that needs to be included 
on a pay slip for an employee’s reference. 
2.3 Identify types of industrial instruments that set down employment terms and 
conditions. 
2.4 Develop an awareness and understanding of the process of making an individual 
workplace agreement, including the role and obligations of the parties involved. 
2.5 Develop an awareness and understanding of the key components of a Training 
Contract as it relates to apprenticeships and traineeships and the role and obligations of 
parties involved in training arrangements. 
2.6 Develop an awareness and understanding of Workers’ Compensation, including 
employer and employee obligations under Workers’ Compensation. 
GENIWR101B/03 Acquire basic knowledge of the role and function of unions of employees 
3.1 Develop an awareness and understanding of the purpose, membership and services of 
unions. 
GENIWR101B/04 Acquire basic knowledge of anti-discrimination legislation as it applies in the 
workplace 
4.1 Develop an awareness and understanding of discrimination, sexual harassment and 
vilification that are illegal in the workplace under anti-discrimination legislation. 
4.2 Identify the rights and responsibilities of employers and employees (including action 
employees can take) under anti-discrimination legislation. 
GENIWR101B/05 Acquire basic knowledge of workplace harassment 
5.1 Develop an awareness and understanding of workplace harassment under workplace 
health and safety legislation. 
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5.2 Identify the rights and responsibilities of employers and employees (including action 
employees can take) relating to workplace harassment (State of Queensland, Dept of  
Education and the Arts 2006). 
 
The competencies and performance criteria for GENOHS101B are: 
GENOHS101B/01 
Prepare to work safely 
1.1 Identify the responsibilities of employers and employees under OHS legislation. 
1.2 Identify types of hazards that may exist in a workplace. 
GENOHS101B/02 Follow workplace safety procedures 
2.1 Recognise hazards in the work area and report to designated personnel according to 
workplace procedures. 
2.2 Follow accurately workplace procedures (including signage) and work instructions 
for controlling risks. 
2.3 Follow workplace procedures for dealing with accidents, fire and emergencies 
whenever necessary within scope of responsibilities and competencies. 
GENOHS101B/03 Contribute to OHS in the workplace 
3.1 Raise OHS issues with designated personnel in accordance with workplace procedures 
and relevant OHS legislation.  
3.2 Contribute to OHS in the workplace within organisational procedures and scope of 
responsibilities and competencies (State of Queensland, Dept of Education and the Arts 
2006). 
 
 
